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      Ben and Mira have driven the orcs off the deer women’s island, but the question is not if the orcs will return, but when. 


      As if the orcs weren’t bad enough, Ben spots a simultaneously new and ancient enemy on the horizon.
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 Chapter One 
 
    I woke up to birds singing.  
 
    That had never happened on the island of the deer women before, but the morning after we defeated the orcs and the wargs and reclaimed their island, I woke up to the most beautiful sounds.  
 
    It was an exotic chorus, a mixture of caws and chirps that mingled together to create a ballad that would rival anything Sondheim could have hoped to write.  
 
    And I said this as a fan of theater.  
 
    I blinked open my eyes and stretched out my arms, but I was careful not to wake the blonde beauty beside me.  
 
    Ainsley was still fast asleep, and her chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, like it danced along with the birdsong. Her beautiful strawberry blonde hair was splayed out around her face in soft waves, and her little deer horns poked upward, just above those closed but brilliant blue eyes.  
 
    I wanted her with me from now on. I wanted all of them with me. 
 
    It was more than the fact that I wanted them all safe. I’d come to think of each of these women as a part of my family, and I never wanted my family to be too far away from me. 
 
    Especially if they were pregnant with my children.  
 
    As I continued to dwell on this, Ainsley blinked open those bright, clear blue eyes to stare up at me.  
 
    “Good morning, Ben,” she mumbled, still half asleep.  
 
    “Morning,” I whispered back.  
 
    All of a sudden, the deer woman shot straight up as the brightest smile I’d ever seen graced her beautiful pink lips.  
 
    “Oh, my goddess!” she exclaimed, and one dainty hand flew to cover her mouth. “The birds!”  
 
    Ainsley turned wild eyes on me, planted a firm kiss on my lips, and then jumped out of bed. She barely managed to pull a soft white dress over her naked body before she’d leapt out of the tent and onto the platform in front of it.  
 
    I quickly followed, even if I was a little confused.  
 
    Outside the tent, the entire village had gathered on each of their platforms, and everyone stood quietly with excited smiles on their faces.  
 
    On the platform next to us, Jemma grinned widely at me, and her chartreuse eyes sparkled as she tossed a strand of her auburn hair over her shoulder.  
 
    “Ben, do you hear the birdsong?” she asked me, and her voice was breathless with awe.  
 
    Mutterings flew across the village as everyone stood and listened to the cacophony with religious zeal, and my heart swelled with excitement for them. Every single deer woman was excited for the birdsong, but I knew it wasn’t just the music. It was what the birdsong signified.  
 
    The invaders had left the island.  
 
    But even with the electricity in the air, I couldn’t help but remember the image of those three fat orcs as they rowed away from our bows and arrows.  
 
    They’d gotten away in the middle of the war, and as much as I would have liked to hope they’d encountered some sort of monstrous squid out on the open ocean and been devoured whole, I couldn’t help but wonder if they’d made it back to their home island.  
 
    And, subsequently, gathered a much bigger army and a much bigger ship to come back with them.  
 
    “Ben?” Jemma asked and pulled me out of my dark thoughts, and I realized I hadn’t answered her earlier question. 
 
    “I hear it.” I smiled back at the auburn-haired woman. “It sounds beautiful.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed for a split second, and then she quickly leapt from her platform, across two bridges, and over to the one I stood on.  
 
    “What is wrong?” the auburn-haired beauty inquired.  
 
    “Wrong?” Ainsley instantly turned around and fixed me with a concerned look of her own.  
 
    I glanced between the two of them, ran a hand through my hair, which was now nearly to my shoulders since it hadn’t been cut in weeks, and prepared myself.  
 
    “Something just doesn’t feel right about me leaving in that orc ship with all of you here,” I told them. “Ainsley, I know yesterday you said you wanted to table the discussion for a moment, but I really think we should gather the village and talk about it.”  
 
    Ainsley thought for a moment before she nodded and called out to the rest of the village. “Sisters, meeting on the platform outside the cooking tent.”  
 
    Immediately, a wave of deer women headed toward the cooking tent and gathered on the main platform. Then Mira walked up beside me and bumped her shoulder into my bicep.  
 
    “Good morning, Draco Rex,” she murmured, and I could tell she was still a little sleepy. “Those birds woke me up. Fuckers of mothers.”  
 
    I chuckled at the nasty glare the jade haired warrior sent toward the treetops, where the birds still chirped away happily. Mira may never admit it, but she was a big fan of her beauty sleep.  
 
    “Good morning, Ben.” Theora actually smiled at me as she arrived on the platform. The black-haired beauty glanced around with her astute green eyes for a second before she settled into a spot right next to mine.  
 
    Everyone was in such a good mood, and the change was a stark contrast to the women I’d first met when Mira and I arrived on the island. Those women had been scared out of their minds, starving, and on the brink of death, whether from nature or the monstrous orcs who had tried to take over their island. 
 
    But now these women were smiling and happy, with meat on their bones and muscles in their legs that had never existed before.  
 
    “That was the best night of sleep I’ve had in years,” Sarayah announced as she joined the crowd, and she ran her slim, pale fingers through the thick brown locks that stretched down her shoulders.  
 
    Mumbles of agreement rippled throughout the gathering before Ainsley put her hand up to call attention to herself.  
 
    “Sisters, Ben has something he would like to talk to you about,” the blonde announced, and then she stepped back and let me have the floor.  
 
    I tried to gauge where the strawberry blonde’s head was at, but I couldn’t totally tell as she smiled at me. This would all go a lot smoother with Ainsley on my side. Even before she’d gained the title of President of the deer women, the village had looked up to her and trusted her decisions, and Jemma had even called Ainsley the wisest one of the deer women when we’d first met.  
 
    “To get straight to the point, I want you all to come back home with Mira and me,” I began as I looked out over the gathered crowd. “For starters, the two of us can’t man the ship alone. It’s too big. On top of that, I don’t want to leave you here alone and nearly defenseless.”  
 
    “We are not defenseless anymore, though, thanks to you,” Sarayah pointed out.  
 
    Unlike the first few times she’d gone against me, the brunette’s tone wasn’t hostile but serious, and she stood tall, with her chin raised proudly.  
 
    “That’s true.” I smiled at her. “And you all did a freaking fantastic job. I’m not worried about your fighting skills. But, let’s face it, you guys don’t have nearly the army the orcs do. Actually, we don’t even know their true numbers. My best guess is somewhere close to a thousand, but they could have double or triple that, for all we know. And no matter how skilled you guys are, fifty fighters is no match for fifteen hundred.”  
 
    Silence fell across the crowd as each woman fell into deep thought and considered my words.  
 
    “But … this is our home,” Nima finally spoke up. “We need to stay here. This is why we fought so hard to regain our land from the invaders. Netta is in a living sleep for it.”  
 
    Nima’s pale upper lip trembled, and she wiped a tear from her emerald green eyes as she spoke of her sister.  
 
    She was right. Netta had been in a coma for nearly a week after a brutal run in with one of the wargs during our oil barrel missions. She wasn’t dead, and Thornen, the village healer, didn’t believe Netta would die. Nevertheless, all of our attempts to wake her up had failed.  
 
    But there was one thing we hadn’t tried.  
 
    “On our home island, we have creatures called water dragons,” I said to Nima. “They have magical properties. They might be able to help Netta.”  
 
    Instantly, Nima and a few other women perked up.  
 
    “You mean they could heal my sister?” The red-haired woman breathed.  
 
    I glanced over at Mira, whose brow was creased. Then she gave me a look that made it very clear she didn’t want me to make any false promises.  
 
    But I knew in my gut that if we could just get Netta back to the island, George and Nixie could heal her. Or Jonas might know a potion he could make with their tears or scales or something. Either way, there was far more magic on the island of the dragonkin women than on this one.  
 
    “I believe so.” I nodded. “There’s no guarantee, but some chance is better than no chance, right?”  
 
    Nima’s green eyes were wide with hope, and I felt the same way on the inside. A few other women nodded in agreement, but there was still tension in the air.  
 
    Finally, I turned to Ainsley and Jemma for their opinions.  
 
    “I would love to go back with you, Ben.” Jemma smiled. “It seems so exciting!” 
 
    Ainsley, on the other hand, wasn’t quite as convinced.  
 
    “I understand what you are saying,” the blonde started, “but we have just gained our homeland back. There are so many memories and traditions that live on this island. I just cannot imagine living elsewhere. But, at the same time, I cannot imagine a life where I do not see you every day.”  
 
    Whether it was conscious or not, Ainsley pressed a hand to her stomach, and I flashed back to the wonderful sex the night before, when I’d poured my seed inside of her.  
 
    I wondered, not for the first time, if she could be pregnant.  
 
    I certainly hoped so.  
 
    “I can’t imagine that, either,” I murmured to the blonde.  
 
    I could tell we were at an impasse, though. It wasn’t a plain no, but it wasn’t a yes, either. Half of me wanted to push the subject, but a loud rumble echoed out of Mira at that very moment.  
 
    “Sorry.” The jade-haired warrior grimaced. “I haven’t eaten yet this morning.”  
 
    “Why don’t we all have breakfast, and you guys can think it over?” I suggested.  
 
    Heads nodded, and the crowd began to disperse inside the tent for some simple bread and fruit.  
 
    I piled my plate high with some of the sweet, delicious fruit of the island, and I also made a mental note to bring some back for Hali and the other women to try.  
 
    “We should prepare some dried meat for the journey back,” Mira said as she sat beside me and munched on her meal.  
 
    “Good thinking.” I nodded. “Let’s go on a hunt when we finish.”  
 
    “Ooh, can I come?” Jemma gasped as she sat on the other side of me.  
 
    “Of course.” I grinned.  
 
    Half an hour later, the three of us had our bows and arrows ready, and we climbed down the main tree to the forest floor.  
 
    “Good thing we do not need these anymore,” Jemma giggled as she pointed at the traps we’d laid for the wargs.  
 
    “If any of them do try to come back, maybe these will remind them why they should flee like the cowards they are,” Mira growled as she glanced at the detritus that covered one of the holes.  
 
    “Damn straight,” I agreed as we trekked through the forest toward our favorite spot by the clear stream where the deer-like tarrel creatures loved to hang out.  
 
    The entire forest felt different. The birds still sang, but everything was calmer and more peaceful, as if the land itself understood that the danger was gone. We no longer had to walk quietly and on high alert in case any fat, ugly wargs were nearby. Now, we wandered freely through the forest, and Jemma leapt and twirled the whole time, happy and excited at the newfound freedom.  
 
    When we reached the bushes just five feet from the stream, the three of us hunkered down and softened our footsteps so we didn’t disturb the beautiful tarrels and ruin our meal.  
 
    There were six of the creatures, all adults, with their extra long legs and lean frames. They blinked their big, black eyes in the sunlight as some of them drank, while others chewed on leaves.  
 
    Silently and as one, Mira, Jemma, and I nocked an arrow each, and then we took aim at a different tarrel. I placed my arrow so it pointed right at the heart in the center of the largest one’s chest, and then, as one, our stone tipped arrows whizzed through the air and landed in our targets.  
 
    Instantly, the tarrels’ knees buckled, and their mouths went limp as they died quickly and painlessly. The other three tarrels looked up in alarm before they leapt away from the stream and took off into the forest, away from danger.  
 
    “Nice shooting.” I grinned as we stood up and walked over to examine our kills.  
 
    Jemma knelt beside the limp tarrel she’d killed, placed her pale hand on its head, and said a quick prayer.  
 
    “Thank you, Goddess, for this creature,” the auburn-haired beauty murmured. “Thank you, dear animal, for giving your life so we may eat. Your sacrifice will not go unappreciated.”  
 
    The three of us spent a moment in silence to observe the tarrels’ deaths. I loved the kindness and care Jemma took with each hunt. Many of the women had said prayers when they had first begun to hunt, but after a few weeks, they’d decided to show their appreciation in silence. Jemma, though, still said a prayer to the Goddess every time she killed a creature. I’d even seen her do it with a few of the orcs and wargs.  
 
    “I am done,” the deer woman informed Mira and me as she stood up and brushed the dirt off from her pants. “Let us clean them.”  
 
    We strung each tarrel up on a nearby tree and drained the blood and offal from them. I took some of the tastier bits, like the liver and the heart, for a later meal, but we buried the innards near a cluster of bushes for fertilizer.  
 
    “Jemma,” I said as we started to wrap the tarrel meat in white cloths to carry back, “would you still like to go with me even if the entire village doesn’t?”  
 
    Jemma cocked her head as she considered, and then nodded once.  
 
    “Yes, I would,” she replied. “I want to be with you. Now that I have found you, I cannot imagine being away from you. I am also interested in exploring the other islands with you… like Mira.”  
 
    The auburn-haired beauty ducked her head sheepishly, nodded at my serpent-woman lover, and peeked up at me from under her thick, black lashes.  
 
    “I want you with me, too,” I reassured her as I pressed a soft kiss to her pink lips, and I was happy she would be along for the ride no matter what. Much like Ainsley, I couldn’t even imagine a life without Jemma in it nearly every day. 
 
    “You have made a good decision,” Mira said as she nodded to the deer-woman, and then they both shared a small smile.  
 
    We hiked back to the village, where we helped Theora and a few other women slice the meat thinly, and then we hung it over the fire in the cooking tent where it would dry.  
 
    “Ben, we should also have dried fish on this journey,” Ainsley announced as she stepped inside the cooking tent.  
 
    Her statement surprised me, but it brought a smile to my face.  
 
    She said “we.”  
 
    “So, does this mean you’re coming?” I asked her.  
 
    “I would like to.” Ainsley nodded. “Even if my other sisters do not join me. But, as always, Ben, you are right. Hopefully, they will see that before I leave with you and Mira.”  
 
    “And me!” Jemma grinned. “I told Ben I would come, too.” 
 
    “I figured you would,” Ainsley laughed. 
 
    “I feel bonded to Ben,” Jemma sighed as her hand drifted down her front to rest in her taut belly. “Especially… since… well…” 
 
    “I feel the same bond,” Ainsley said as she also rested her hand on her own tummy. “Maybe we will become mothers around the same time?” 
 
    “I’d like that,” Jemma giggled. “Isn’t it wonderful how… uhh… wonderful our lives are thanks to Ben and Mira?” 
 
    “I need no thanks,” Mira chuckled as she waved her hand. “I want to help others in need. Just as Ben helped my people.” 
 
    “It’s the right thing to do.” I smiled at the three beautiful women.  
 
    “Well, then, shall we fish?” the blonde asked, and her blue eyes glittered with excitement.  
 
    “Absolutely!” Mira nodded. “I am in the mood for a good white fish on this journey.”  
 
    “Where are you off to?” Theora asked as she looked up from preparing the tarrel meat.  
 
    “A last fishing trip.” I grinned. 
 
    “Oh, I shall come!” the deer woman exclaimed.  
 
    “I would like to come, too,” Sarayah added.  
 
    “And me as well!” Brenna jumped up and down, and soon enough, the entire village planned to come fishing with us.  
 
    Just as they had on the first day Mira and I had taught them all how to fish, the village women gathered their nets and followed us down to the clear, sandy beach. The ocean sparkled like diamonds as brilliant white sunlight bounced off it, and I took a moment to relish the warmth on my skin.  
 
    After a minute, I waded a few feet off the shore, with a vine net in my hands, and peered down into the water. Sure enough, a plethora of fish swam beneath the waves. Some were bright reds and oranges, some blue and yellow, but they were all tropical and beautiful. I’d learned to spot the less tasty fish in my time on the island, and I made sure to keep away from the little purple suckers that darted in between the larger fish. Those ones were poisonous, a fact I’d discovered two fishing trips ago when I’d caught one, only to have Theora knock it out of my hands with uncharacteristic vigor.  
 
    As I sidestepped a purple fish, I found a school of bright red, flounder-like fish not too far off. So, I carefully bent at the waist, dipped my net into the water and made my movements gentle and easy so as not to disturb the fish before they were in position. The moment I had three of them less than an inch from the net, I yanked it up and out of the water. The red fish flailed around and gasped for water, but they were caught up in my net and couldn’t get free.  
 
    “Sorry, little guys,” I said to them.  
 
    “Hey, Ben,” Mira murmured behind me, and her voice was so quiet I could tell I was the only one who’d be able to hear her.  
 
    “Yeah?” I whispered back, just as quietly. I wasn’t sure why she hadn’t spoken at a normal volume, but I didn’t want to give it away to anyone else until I knew.  
 
    In response, Mira pointed behind me, out toward the open ocean. Her gold eyes were dark with nervous energy, and that energy quickly filled my own body when I turned to see what she was pointing at.  
 
    There, out in the open ocean behind us, about half a mile away, was a big black thing.  
 
    At first, that was all I could really see, and if I’d still only had my human eyes, I would have never been able to make out anything more than a black mass in the middle of the crystalline blue water.  
 
    But, thanks to my dragon vision, I could see the big black mass had a distinct shape. It wasn’t a boat or ship of any kind. Rather, it looked like the rounded, bumpy back of some very large creature.  
 
    As we watched, a head came up out of the water. It had a long snout and beady black eyes, with shiny black skin that resembled the texture of an alligator’s skin. 
 
    What stood out the most, though, was the two sharp, giant fangs that jutted down from its top jaw.  
 
    The thing was massive. I guessed it was about forty feet long, but I couldn’t be totally sure, since half its body was still submerged in the ocean.  
 
    Wonderful. Now, not only did we have giant, carnivorous squids to contend with, but now there was some sort of massive, alligator-like sea creature as well.  
 
    I watched the monster for a moment to see if it would come any closer, but it dipped its head down and disappeared back underneath the water.  
 
    “That thing looks nasty,” I hissed.  
 
    “We should hope we don’t encounter it while we sail home,” Mira replied. “A monster that size would ruin our journey.” 
 
    “The new ship might be too big,” I thought out loud, “but then again, I only saw what it wanted us to see. It could be three times that size.” 
 
    “What should we do?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “You always do,” she said as she reached out to squeeze my ass. “You are the powerful Draco Rex, and you always protect your mates.” 
 
    I gazed at the spot where the monster had disappeared with a sense of unease. It had looked an awful lot like a giant alligator, despite the fact it was out in the open ocean, and I couldn’t help but wonder if that monster, like an alligator, could also walk on land.  
 
    “Hey, ladies, I think we’ve got enough fish,” I called out to the group. If my suspicions were right, I sure as hell didn’t want to be on the beach if that creature decided to make a trip ashore.  
 
    “We will feast well tonight.” Theora grinned, completely oblivious to the tension Mira and I both felt.  
 
    We all took our catches and headed home just as the sun dimmed. The meat Jemma, Mira, and I had hunted earlier was now perfectly dry, and we swapped out the rods for makeshift grills to cook the fish for that night’s dinner.  
 
    Half an hour later, we were all gathered around the low table and seated on the platform as plates of fish and grilled vegetables were passed around.  
 
    “Your gardens have really blossomed,” I commended the women as I took a bite of a roasted potato. “This is an amazing improvement.”  
 
    “You know, we could use such help back home,” Mira said with a sly smile. Her gold eyes sparkled as she eyed the deer women, but they were much too astute for her.  
 
    “Or you can take all that you have learned from us and put it to use yourself,” Sarayah replied in a diplomatic tone. “Ainsley has not decided to go, and the rest of us shall not, either.”  
 
    “Actually, sister, I have changed my mind,” Ainsley corrected the brunette. “I cannot imagine my life without Ben, and I wish him to be around the child I will soon bear for him. Jemma and I will go, but I will not force anyone to leave if they do not want to.” 
 
    “I also hope to soon feel Ben’s child in my belly,” Jemma declared with a blushing smile. “I am sure Ben will also bless any of you with his seed, if you so desire.” 
 
    “Uhh, I mean … ” I cleared my throat. “I will gladly—” 
 
    “I am going, too!” Nima stood suddenly and nodded. “I also wish for a child with Ben, and I will bring Netta to these water dragons and pray the Goddess will help the creatures heal her. I know if we stay here, she will be locked in a living sleep forever.”  
 
    Sarayah glanced around at her sisters as she waited to see if anyone else would declare their plans to travel, but the women were all silent.  
 
    “I am happy for the three of you,” Sarayah finally said as she glanced at me. “And as much as I wish for a child… I cannot leave my homeland, not after we fought so hard for it. Ben has given us the tools we need to survive here. We cannot be afraid anymore.”  
 
    Once again, I thought of the massive possible alligator thing Mira and I had spotted earlier that day. I dreaded to think what would happen if it decided to come ashore after I’d left. The women might be able to fight off a few orcs and wargs now, but they’d be no match for such a monster.  
 
    “But we need you,” Mira stated. “That ship is much too big for five of us to sail well. With all of your help, we can manage, and maybe later, once the war with the invaders is over, we can revisit this island. Even sooner, if we need more wood.”  
 
    Sarayah chewed on her soft bottom lip as she considered Mira’s statement. A few of the women seated around the table seemed swayed by the jade-haired warrior’s words, but Sarayah held fast.  
 
    I glanced over to the other women, but Thornen and Theora also shook their heads.  
 
    “I shall help you prepare the ship,” Sarayah finally said, “and consider your proposal. But I make no promises.”  
 
    That was progress. 
 
    “Of course.” I smiled at her. “Why don’t we gather clay and begin to harvest lumber tomorrow, and the rest of you can think over what Mira and I are saying? I really do think this is the best idea, but it is your decision.”  
 
    “Would you be willing to bless more of us with your seed before you leave?” Sarayah asked as she raised an eyebrow. “Even if we do not decide to go with you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said after I considered my answer.  
 
    “No?” she asked with a tilt to her voice.  
 
    “I’ll need to think about it,” I said with a shrug. “I’ll try to return as much as I can. But I’d be worried about leaving women pregnant with my children unprotected.” 
 
    “I see,” Sarayah sighed, and I saw the rest of the women’s shoulders droop as they looked at the ground. 
 
    “This isn’t to try and force you to come with us,” I continued. “I just don’t want my children to be at risk. I’m sure you can understand. Kids are very important to me, especially a baby that you would give me, Sarayah.” 
 
    “Oh.” The brunette cleared her throat, and her cheeks blushed a bit as she glanced away from me. 
 
    “We can talk more about it later,” I continued. “I don’t intend to abandon your island. It’s a great place with wonderful soil, great clay, and these beautiful trees, but right now, I have to solidify my base of operations, and I’ve already done so on Mira’s island. You all will be very safe there, and I’m sure you will all get along.” 
 
    “We will talk about it more later, then,” Sarayah said.  
 
    So, we tabled the discussion for the second time that day. I was glad, though, because I could tell my logistical points and offer to impregnate them had started to hit home with a few of the deer women. Maybe not the whole village, but I’d watched as about ten of them had seemed to have a change of heart.  
 
    Mira had made a good point as well. It would be astronomically hard to sail the massive orc ship without a proper crew, which meant we were stuck on the island while we tried to persuade the deer women to come home with us.  
 
    “My king, do you think we can sail that ship without the village women?” Mira asked later that night as we were in our tent preparing for bed.  
 
    “It would be hard,” I said as I considered the question with a tilt of my head. “But you know I hate the word impossible. We could do it.”  
 
    “Is there anything you believe we can’t do?” Mira teased as she crawled on the bed and laid her head on my chest.  
 
    “Nope.” I grinned into her soft hair. It smelled of flowers and ocean salt, and I took in a huge inhale.  
 
    “I can’t wait to see our family,” the warrior murmured against my chest. “I am sure the children are so big now. And Careen must have had the baby already!”  
 
    “Don’t remind me,” I groaned. “I wish I could just freeze those kids in time and keep them as little babies forever.”  
 
    “I think I will wish that with our child, as well,” Mira chuckled. “Whenever he or she arrives.”  
 
    “Do you think you’re ready for pregnancy?” I asked her.  
 
    “Not yet.” Mira shook her head. “But every time I think of Marella or Arrick, I have this longing sort of feeling. One day, I will be ready, and I will know. But for now, I want to explore and fight battles by your side.”  
 
    “I want that, too,” I sighed.  
 
    We chatted about what our future children would be and look like as we drifted off to sleep. Mira wanted three, all boys, but I wasn’t so sure. Something deep in my gut just told me she’d have a prissy little girl.  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at the idea of Mira with a fussy little girl. The warrior would tear her own hair out if her child was obsessed with clothes and looks, but I had a feeling that was exactly what she’d get.  
 
    In any world, gods had a way of doing that to people.  
 
    The next morning, we all rose and headed down to the forest’s edge, right where it met the beach, to gather clay from the soft mud there. The clay on the island of the deer women was nicer and more malleable than the clay back home, and the women had devised a sort of pot designed to keep the wet clay away from the air, almost like a giant Tupperware container.  
 
    First, we dug holes into the soft soil just along the tree line. About a foot down, the earth turned into soggy, wet red clay, which we then pulled out by the handful and plopped into the primitive Tupperware.  
 
    “This will make such good dishware,” Mira pointed out.  
 
    “And I will show you all the best ways to shape it as soon as we arrive,” Jemma, who was on my other side, offered with a happy smile.  
 
    “I would offer to join in, but my hands aren’t exactly made for pottery,” I chuckled.  
 
    Before either woman could deny my little dig, there was an enormous roar behind us, and down the line of women, someone let out a blood curdling scream.  
 
    I whipped around so fast I felt about three vertebrae in my spine crack, but I ignored this when I saw the sight that laid before me.  
 
    The giant sea creature Mira and I had seen the day before was no longer a half a mile off shore. Now, it was about fifty feet away from us as it careened toward us, with four thin, spindly legs underneath.  
 
    I was right. The thing wasn’t just a sea monster.  
 
    Then it let out another roar and revealed two sets of long, sharp teeth inside its mouth, just like a shark’s.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed as I watched it shoot out onto the beach.  
 
    And it was headed right for us.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    “Everybody run!” I hollered at the deer women.  
 
    I didn’t need to tell them twice. Most of them hadn’t brought their bows and arrows down to the beach, since there weren’t any armies to worry about. The most dangerous creatures on the island now were the fycans, and if any of those big cats had attacked, Mira, Ainsley, or I would have taken care of them in a heartbeat.  
 
    “What is that?” Ainsley shouted as she appeared next to me, with her bow drawn and at the ready.  
 
    “No idea!” I shouted. “Jemma, get everyone back to the village!”  
 
    The auburn-haired woman nodded and sprinted ahead of the pack of women.  
 
    “Everyone follow me,” she shouted, and her chartreuse eyes glanced back at us once before she darted into the tree line.  
 
    The giant alligator monster kicked up sand as it sped toward us, and its beady black eyes were fixed on Mira. They gleamed with hunger, but just as it opened its jaw to chomp her up, the warrior somersaulted gracefully away, in between its legs.  
 
    Now, I was able to get an actual look at the thing. Aside from the fact that it looked like a huge black alligator, it had gills on its neck like a fish, and it was more like sixty feet long, from the tip of its snout to the end of its tail.  
 
    My sword zinged as I drew it from the sheath, and I was thankful I never went a day without it strapped to my side. Ainsley took aim and let an arrow fly toward the creature’s chest, but the projectile was nothing more than a pin prick compared to the beast’s massive size.  
 
    The alligator growled when the arrow lodged into its slimy skin, and then it swung its snout around to try and snatch Ainsley up. The deer woman was too quick, though, and she lithely jumped up into the nearest tree. I heard her scramble up into its branches, and then took my opportunity while the beast was distracted by her disappearance.  
 
    Just as Mira had done, I somersaulted across the sand, rolled underneath its snout and between its legs, and landed right under the monster’s massive chest.  
 
    I stared up at slimy black skin that almost looked like armor, and watched for a split second as the beast drew in a deep breath. I took note of how the rib cage expanded to make my best guess about where its heart was, and then I stepped further underneath him, jumped, and stabbed my trusty sword as hard as I could right up into its meaty flesh.  
 
    The stab, though, did not have the desired effect.  
 
    Either I’d missed its heart, or the thing had a layer of flesh so thick it managed to swallow up my sword, because nothing happened. The monster didn’t buckle and fall like I’d hoped, but it instead let out another roar and proceeded to turn in a complete circle in an effort to get my sword out of it.  
 
    The sword was stuck in its fat chest, though. I used all my strength and tried to pull it out, but I was a good five feet from the ground, and I had no leverage. Instead, I was at the mercy of the massive alligator as it spun in a circle and tried to break free of my weapon.  
 
    “Ben!” Mira hollered, and the warrior ran up underneath me and grabbed onto my ankles.  
 
    “Pull me down!” I called down to her.  
 
    She yanked with all her might, and finally, my sword slipped out of the beast. I landed on the sand next to her, still on my feet, and glanced down at my sword. Only the tip was bloody, and the rest of it was fairly clean, with just a little bit of goo on it.  
 
    “This thing’s got armor for skin,” I growled.  
 
    Suddenly, the alligator sidestepped and spun around so we were once again face to face with it. Then the massive snout snarled and tried to snap us up, only to be distracted by an arrow.  
 
    I glanced toward the source to see Ainsley was up at the top of the nearest tree, with another arrow already nocked in her bow and ready to fly.  
 
    The second arrow had much the same effect as the first one, but I didn’t have too much time to register the monster’s annoyed roar, because it took off toward the trunk of Ainsley’s tree at breakneck speed.  
 
    “Fucker of mothers!” Mira called out as we dashed after the beast.  
 
    The alligator rammed straight into the tree, and the trunk swayed under the impact but didn’t fall just yet. 
 
    “How the hell do we kill this thing?” I demanded as the beast backed up to ram into the tree again.  
 
    Ainsley’s eyes went wide before she whipped her head around in search of a way to get out of the tree while also avoiding the monster.  
 
    I glared at the thick skin of the animal’s flank as it backed up. Then my eyes darted up to its neck, where the ugly gills flapped open to reveal bright red flesh underneath.  
 
    That was it. 
 
    “Distract it,” I ordered Mira as I took off toward the massive alligator.  
 
    The dragon-woman didn’t question it, and she ran straight at its tail while I headed for the neck. I saw the warrior lift her sword up into the air, but I tore my attention away from her next move as I focused in on the gills.  
 
    And then three things happened all at once.  
 
    The alligator monster dashed forward and ran into the tree trunk again as Mira chopped off the last foot of its tail, and I lifted my sword to drive it right in between the flaps of its gills.  
 
    The creature roared and tried to spin around, but it was too late. My sword was buried up to the hilt in between the middle two gills on its left side, and whatever the hell was inside squelched and oozed as I twisted my sword one way and then the other.  
 
    The alligator stumbled back about two steps, tried to turn around to gnash either me or Mira in those enormous teeth, and then collapsed onto the sand with one last breath. Little rocks exploded around us as its massive weight crashed to the earth. My knees buckled to absorb the impact as my legs hit the sand, and I felt my sword slide even further into the creature.  
 
    And then it froze. Dead.  
 
    I took a moment to stare into the dark recesses of the dead monster’s massive gills before I braced myself against its side with one foot and yanked my sword out of its body.  
 
    “How was that for a fun morning?” Mira called out.  
 
    I didn’t have a chance to respond, though, because a massive cracking sound filled the air.  
 
    The two of us spun around in abject horror and watched as the tree that the monster had head butted, the one Ainsley was currently in, started to sway all on its own. Then the base of the trunk splintered and cracked some more as each swing became larger and larger.  
 
    “Ainsley, get out of there!” I shouted. I tried to sprint toward the tree, but even as I did, I knew it was no use. I might have been strong as hell, but even I couldn’t hold up a thick trunked, twenty foot tall tree all on my own.  
 
    I was only about halfway between the monster and the tree, though, when it crashed back into the forest with a huge, earth-shaking thunk.  
 
    “Ainsley!” Mira screamed from behind me.  
 
    My heart pounded in terror, and my feet couldn’t move fast enough as I tried to get to the tree as fast as I could.  
 
    “I am up here!” Ainsley’s clear, high voice suddenly called out and stopped me dead in my tracks.  
 
    The breath caught in my throat as I froze and slowly turned my head to see the strawberry blonde safely perched in the tree right next to the one she’d been in.  
 
    “Oh, my gods,” I gasped.  
 
    “I leapt into this tree when it started to fall,” the blonde explained.  
 
    For a second, I was so overcome with gratitude that she was alive, I was completely speechless.  
 
    “Thank the gods,” Mira cried out and echoed my own thoughts.  
 
    Ainsley climbed down from the tree and landed softly onto the sand, then walked around the monster I’d just killed to inspect it, but before she could I dashed up to her and wrapped the beautiful blonde in a tight hug.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I murmured into her hair.  
 
    “Yes,” she breathed.  
 
    “Have you ever seen something like this before?” I asked her as I pointed at the dead monster.  
 
    “No.” Ainsley shook her head. “I’ve heard legends of sea creatures that could walk on land, but they were passed down from the oldest in our tribe, the ones who are no longer with us. I never believed they were actually true.”  
 
    “I have never heard of this,” Mira growled, and she stared down at the corpse with fury.  
 
    “We have some creatures like this back where I’m from, but they’re a quarter of this size,” I told them. “If this is going to be a regular thing, it’s definitely not safe for anyone to stay on this island without proper protection.”  
 
    “Hopefully, the women will see it the same way you do.” Ainsley nodded. “Let us get back. I am sure everyone is terrified.”  
 
    We jogged back through the forest so we could get to the village quickly. The moment we climbed through the branches of the tree and onto the main platform, a cheer of joy and relief went up throughout the village.  
 
    “Oh, thank the Goddess!” Jemma exclaimed, and the thin woman ran up and wrapped each of us in a tight hug.  
 
    Sarayah and Nima also came up to hug us, and many of the women patted us in thanks and congratulations.  
 
    “What was that creature?” Sarayah demanded. “Does anyone know?”  
 
    Silence fell over the crowd, and all eyes turned toward Ainsley, the wisest of them all. Clearly, none of the women had a good answer.  
 
    “I believe it is a creature of the old legends,” Ainsley replied. “And if creatures of the old legends do exist, we are no longer safe on this island.”  
 
    “But why now?” another woman named Bryn asked. “If the creatures of legend have stayed hidden for so long, why have they now started reappearing?”  
 
    Ainsley opened her mouth, but no words came. Then she turned clear blue eyes on me in search of an answer.  
 
    But I didn’t exactly have one. This world was still too new and alien for me to be able to figure out why the hell some monster that was supposed to be just a story had decided to resurface and wreak havoc on the people I loved.  
 
    “I don’t know why that thing came back, if it’s really been gone for as long as you say,” I replied honestly. “But if it came out and attacked, then there are probably others that will do the same. Now, more than ever, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to stay here by yourselves. You couldn’t have defeated that thing. Hell, I almost didn’t defeat it.”  
 
    Once again, the women fell silent as they considered my words.  
 
    “Ben is right,” Sarayah finally said, to my absolute surprise. 
 
    “Yes.” Bryn nodded. “I agree.” 
 
    A chorus of “yes”es popped up from the crowd, and all of the women began to nod their heads in agreement.  
 
    “So, does this mean you guys will come with me?” I asked as my heart skipped a beat in my chest.  
 
    Again, all of the women nodded and agreed.  
 
    “Well, then, it looks like we have some work to do.” Mira grinned.  
 
    “We do,” I laughed as an equally wide smile spread across my face. “I want to gather all of our supplies first, and then we’ll get you guys sea ready.”  
 
    Despite the women’s nerves about sailing to a new island, all of them agreed readily. We decided to start harvesting lumber the next day, and then we would take the rest of the day to relax and prepare for what was ahead.  
 
    “Mira, we should come up with a training plan,” I told the warrior. “I want to go back down to the ship and figure out how we’re going to get it off the beach and out onto the open water.”  
 
    “Good idea.” She nodded.  
 
    “Jemma and I will harvest all of the fully grown vegetables,” Ainsley remarked. “I will have the rest of the women hunt some more meat and dry it over the fire. We will need much more than three tarrels worth to feed us on this journey.”  
 
    “Good idea,” I told her.  
 
    Mira and I climbed back down to the forest floor and started to walk through the forest, headed toward the opposite beach, where the orc ship was docked.  
 
    “This island is peaceful,” Mira sighed. “It makes me sad to leave it but excited to be home once more.”  
 
    “I bet you we’ll find a ton more peaceful islands,” I told her as I slipped my hand into hers. “What do you think we’ll find out there?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” Mira’s gold eyes glittered in excitement as she imagined what the other islands might have in store for us. “Our people used to sail the seas, a long time ago. There are many stories about what is out there, from monsters to people, but it is hard to tell fact from fiction nowadays.”  
 
    “Do you know what happened?” I asked. “Why did they stop sailing? You guys don’t have any boats.”  
 
    “I am not sure.” The warrior shrugged. “It was many thousands of years ago now. Jonas might know the answer for you.”  
 
    I wondered what had happened to make Mira’s ancestors stick to the land. The negative part of me wondered if there had been so many terrifying monsters they realized it was way too damn dangerous to sail the blue ocean, but even so, I knew that would never stop me.  
 
    Monsters or not, I loved the sea, and there were people out there who needed my help. Women who were under the reign of the orcs, who had lost their men and had no way to fight off the intruders. Jonas may have told me it was my destiny, but even if he hadn’t, I knew I’d still want to sail the sea and help out the other islands.  
 
    Mira and I enjoyed the calm stroll toward the far beach. I gazed at the beautiful flowers and plants that dotted the landscape, and I watched as the animals traversed the forest floor, unafraid of Mira and me. We even encountered a fycan, with its golden coat and large black eyes. The big cat crossed our path near the beach, but didn’t even come within five feet of us. Mira and I both froze when we saw it, with our hands on our swords and ready to chop off its head if it tried to attack us, but the cat did no such thing. It just paused, looked at us, and then went on its way.  
 
    The orcs really had tried to ruin the entire island, those fuckers. I was starting to understand how the women had lived so peacefully and never needed to kill anything before the bastards came. The forest here wasn’t filled with creatures that preyed on the women. The danger had come from another island far away.  
 
    Mira and I made it to the old orc encampment about ten minutes later. Decaying bodies were strewn across the sand and dirt, twisted and mangled with death. Many of them had already been scoured for meat by the creatures that inhabited the forest. 
 
    “Let’s see what the hell is inside these huts,” I told her.  
 
    We split up and wandered around the little camp, with its well made buildings and filth. The entire place smelled like shit and vomit, with a slight hint of coppery blood in the air. In addition to being absolute assholes, the orcs clearly didn’t know very much about hygiene and health.  
 
    I opened the crude wooden door to the hut the orc leaders had lived in and was instantly hit with the stench of rotting flesh.  
 
    “Gross,” I muttered. I pulled my tunic up to cover my nose and try to stave off a little bit of the stink as I searched for the culprit.  
 
    A dead warg laid in the far corner of the bare room, with an arm and a leg ripped off barbarically, and a giant hole in its face where the flesh had rotted away.  
 
    I’d started to realize just how little the wargs had to do with the orc invaders. They were nothing more than slaves to them, just like the deer women would have been if Mira and I hadn’t helped them.  
 
    The rest of the room was pretty bland and bare. Four grimy mattresses surrounded the fire in a crude circle, and a piece of semi-cooked meat was skewered on a spike over the long dead fire. A few stubby swords laid around, but they looked much less sharp and indestructible than our sea glass swords, so I left them there.  
 
    There wasn’t much in the orc cabins that seemed useful. I’d hoped there might be a map of some sort to tell us where their home island was, but I searched every hut and couldn’t find one. I wanted to know which island those bastards called home as soon as I could. I might not have had an army yet, but the moment I did, I would destroy them with the utmost pleasure.  
 
    “Anything interesting?” I asked Mira when she emerged from the final hut.  
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “But I have discovered those fuckers of mothers do not know how to clean anything. The insides of those huts were absolutely filthy.”  
 
    “Tell me about it,” I sighed and turned toward the massive ship. “Now, how the hell are we going to get this thing out onto the ocean?”  
 
    Mira and I walked over to inspect the ship again and take note of the design.  
 
    The ship was massive, like Jack Sparrow’s in Pirates of the Caribbean. It was a hundred and fifty foot long schooner tall ship with one mast closer to the bow, one in the center, and one at the stern. There were two levels, and a raised platform on the upper deck where the enormous steering wheel was. The large wheel sat on a raised deck near the stern which controlled the rudder, and the mainsail, jib, and ropes were all in place and whole. Two canons sat on both the starboard and port side of the ship, and there was a ladder down the starboard side that led to the sand below. The hull was a little bit damaged from the beaching, but nothing serious enough to make me worry we might take on water out on the open ocean. 
 
    “How do you think we can get it off the sand?” Mira asked. 
 
    The orcs had grounded the ship in a desperate attempt to win a battle they were already destined to lose, but now that the ship was ours, I was worried about hull damage. I couldn’t see anything from the inside of the lower decks, and the ship was way too massive for the fifty of us to try and lift, so the only way we could know for sure was to get it into the water again. 
 
    “We’ll have to wait until the tide is high and the wind is on our side,” I finally said. “If we can get it to float enough and open the sail right at the perfect time, and the wind hits our sails at the exact right angle, we might just have a chance.”  
 
    “So, many factors have to be absolutely perfect?” Mira chuckled.  
 
    “We’ve done it before,” I laughed. “Do you know when the next full moon is? The tides will be higher, then.”  
 
    “I believe the moon was black six nights ago,” Mira replied.  
 
    Perfect. So, I had about eight days to turn the thin deer women into a strong ship’s crew. It would be hard, but I knew they could do it. If I’d learned anything about the women, it was that once they set their minds to something, they did it.  
 
    “I think we’ve got ourselves a plan.” I grinned at Mira. “Tomorrow, we’ll harvest as much lumber as we can. And then after that, the training starts. I’ll have to teach you guys how to sail a pirate ship.”  
 
    With that decided, we headed back to the village, which was an absolute sight to be seen.  
 
    The women ran about, some with vegetables in their hands, others with tree bark cloth, and still others with sacks filled with meat, both raw and dried.  
 
    It appeared the preparations had started.  
 
    “Ben!” Ainsley grinned when I came up into the trees. “Do you have a plan?”  
 
    “I do,” I told her. “We need to wait until the next full moon, where the tide will be at its highest, for it to work. When the water gets high enough, it’ll help propel us back off the sand and into the ocean.”  
 
    “Wonderful,” the blonde replied. “Do you know when that will be?”  
 
    “Eight days, give or take.” I shrugged. “Which means we’ve got eight days to whip you all into shape.” 
 
    “We have already been hard at work with the preparations,” Theora informed me as she strode up to our little group. “A few of the women are still out on a hunt, and we are preparing as much dried meat and fruit as we can for the journey.”  
 
    “The journey shouldn’t be too long,” I told her. “Maybe a few days, at most.”  
 
    With the amount of preparation the women were in the midst of, it looked like they thought we might be out on the open ocean for months on end.  
 
    “Of course.” Theora nodded. “We just want to make sure we are prepared. We do not know what we will encounter over there.”  
 
    “An island full of badasses,” Mira assured her with a grin. “And plenty of food for all of you to eat. What we do not have, though, is lumber and clay.”  
 
    “Ben, shall we gather lumber and place it on the ship for you?” Ainsley suggested. 
 
    “Let’s get everyone who is not preparing a bunch of doomsday meat and head to the beach near the boat. I have a few ideas.”  
 
    Ainsley laughed at my exaggerated statement, but she gathered the women who weren’t either in the cook tent, or on the platform in the midst of making new clothes, and they followed Mira and me back down to the beach.  
 
    First, I showed them how to take apart the huts the orcs had built, and I instructed them to be careful not to get cut or snagged on any of the nails. We tried to save as many as possible, since metalworking was still a piece of technology I didn’t have the means to make, but many of the nails had been placed so poorly that they came away bent and twisted.  
 
    We dismantled each little hut, though, and loaded the precut wood onto the ship. No one else was going to use the crude little cabins, and I figured the more pre-cut wood we had, the better.  
 
    Once the semi circle of huts were gone, and the salvageable wood loaded onto the ship, Mira, Ainsley, and I climbed aboard the vessel to grab saws for all of the women.  
 
    “This place is eerie,” Ainsley murmured as she peered around the underbelly of the orc ship.  
 
    Once again, I saw her hand cup her flat belly, and I wondered if it was a subconscious move, or if her natural instincts were trying to tell her something.  
 
    “The saws are this way.” Mira tried to steer Ainsley toward the little room where we’d found the tools and away from the rows of cages we knew were back there, but the blonde had already started to explore.  
 
    “Oh, my Goddess!” Ainsley gasped as she stepped into the room full of crude, horrible cells.  
 
    Tears pooled in her eyes, and her full upper lip trembled as she looked around.  
 
    I followed her gaze and couldn’t help but shudder as I saw the room for a second time. The cells seemed more terrifying, and the disgusting purpose of them made my blood pulse with the most intense anger I’d ever felt. I could only imagine how many poor, terrified women had been shoved into these cells and taken on a journey to a new island, where they were used and abused like they were nothing.  
 
    If there had been an orc within a hundred feet of me, I would have ripped its head from its body faster than lightning could strike a tree.  
 
    Ainsley spun around and buried her face into my chest, too traumatized by the sight in front of her to do anything more than take in short, stilted breaths. I wrapped my arms around her and held the slim woman as she, too, tried to wipe the awful pictures from her mind.  
 
    “They could have taken Kella in one of these,” Ainsley murmured. “They could have taken all of us. That’s why this ship was coming here.” 
 
    Kella, Ainsley’s sister, had been a prisoner in the orc encampment before we’d been able to rescue her, and she’d been kept in a cage that resembled the ones on the ship.  
 
    Thankfully, the orcs hadn’t shoved Kella into one of these cages on their vessel and ripped her from her island completely. 
 
    “But they didn’t take her or any of you,” I reassured Ainsley softly. “And we’ll take her home with us, to a place where she’ll never have to feel fear like that again.”  
 
    “Thank you, Ben,” Ainsley whispered as she took one last deep, shuddery breath before she stepped back and wiped the last tear from her blue eyes.  
 
    Then Ainsley nodded at me, and we turned back toward the room opposite the jail, where well-made, but primitive, saws lined the walls. The tools had flat metal blades with sharp teeth and had been tied to wooden handles with thin, twine-like rope.  
 
    “What are these?” Ainsley asked as she tilted her head curiously.  
 
    “They’ll help us cut through the trunks of the trees, and then chop the wood into different sized pieces,” I explained to her.  
 
    We gathered a few saws each, and then went back down to the beach, where twenty of the village women waited anxiously.  
 
    I showed them all how to pick the right tree to saw through, not too tall or wide, but not skinny, either. Then I had Mira, Ainsley, and Jemma help me demonstrate how a team of four or five women could start to saw through the base of the trunk. I made sure they all understood how to choose the direction the tree would fall in and aim the trees toward the sand rather than the forest.  
 
    “And when it’s pretty wobbly, and you’ve almost cut through most of the trunk, be careful that it doesn’t fall on you,” I warned the women.  
 
    Once they had learned how to fell a tree, we split off into about five groups, and each felled three trees together. Then we sawed off the branches and split the trunks into five foot long sections, which were then cut into quarters to make transport easier. I wanted to wait to cut the wood any further, though, so the bark stayed on and helped to protect it from any damage. Plus, when we got back to Mira’s island, the deer women could show the dragonkin women how they made tough cloth from the tree bark.  
 
    When the wood was all ready, we started an assembly line of sorts to get it onto the ship. Mira and I climbed aboard and used the pulley system the ship already possessed to haul the lumber up the side. Then we piled it below the deck, in those awful cells. They were good for something, at least.  
 
    When all of that was done, everyone was exhausted, and the sun was starting to set. Even Mira and I had started to feel tired after the monster battle that morning, and then the physical exertion from cutting the lumber.  
 
    “We’ll have plenty of wood to start building for now, at least,” I said as I surveyed our stacks of wood. “When we come back here, we can get even more if we need it. Wood houses will be a hell of a lot safer than bamboo ones when storm season hits.”  
 
    “Nerissa will be so excited.” Mira smiled. “Storm season weighs heavily on her. When you came, the repairs were much easier, but in the storms before, it had been incredibly difficult to repair it ourselves.”  
 
    “This’ll help,” I assured her. “We should probably get those hungry troops fed a good dinner before we start training them in the morning.”  
 
    For dinner, we feasted on some of the freshly killed tarrel meat Sarayah and Nima had hunted that afternoon, and we gorged on sweet fresh fruits for dessert. The garden had really bloomed in the last week, and it produced more of the wonderful citrus fruits that Mira loved. The warrior even reminded me we needed to gather some to take back to Hali before we set sail for home.  
 
    I sat next to Ainsley through dinner, as I always did, but I couldn’t help but notice she didn’t once touch her food. She laughed and talked as everyone else ate, but the small portion of tarrel meat and the potatoes she’d taken grew cold on her plate.  
 
    “Is everything alright?” I murmured into her ear.  
 
    “Of course.” She nodded, but there was hesitation in her tone. Her blue eyes darted around to the other women of the village, and I could tell she hadn’t exactly told the truth.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “You can tell me anything, you know.”  
 
    “I know.” The blonde turned to smile at me, and I looked straight into her beautiful, wide blue eyes. Her breath caught in her throat as she searched my face, and I couldn’t help but think about just how close her body was to mine. If I reached my hand out just a few inches, I could feel the warm softness of her breast in my hand.  
 
    “Anything I can do to comfort you?” Slowly, I traced my fingertips across her knee. 
 
    “Not here,” the deer woman murmured and averted her alluring gaze. “Come to my tent at bed time.”  
 
    Every time before, that offer had made me go crazy with lust. This time, though, my dick went hard, but my brain remained on high alert. I wasn’t sure exactly what Ainsley wanted with me tonight, but I could tell it was about more than sex.  
 
    I waited anxiously for all of the women to head off to bed, and when Ainsley finally stood, I followed her quickly. I grabbed her hand in mine and laced our fingers together, and I was surprised to feel her normally cold hand was warm and sweaty.  
 
    As soon as we got to her tent, Ainsley plopped down onto the mattress. It was almost like she didn’t even have the energy to stand anymore, and that was when I really got nervous.  
 
    “Ainsley, are you okay?” I demanded as I sat next to her.  
 
    The blonde surprised me completely when she actually laughed at my reaction. For a moment, I waited in confusion as she covered her snickers with her hand and regained her composure.  
 
    “Oh, Ben, I am sorry!” she exclaimed. “I did not mean to worry you. I am perfectly alright. I was just abnormally tired tonight.”  
 
    “Okay,” I replied hesitantly.  
 
    “Alright” and “abnormally tired” were not normally two things that went together.  
 
    “Please forgive me for causing you such a fright,” she pleaded and wrapped her hands over my knees. “I only wanted to give you this news in private, before the entire village knew. Ben, I am with child.”  
 
    My eyebrows just about shot into my hairline before the most enormous smile spread across my lips.  
 
    “Ainsley, that’s fucking amazing!” I gasped. I wrapped her in a tight hug, and then I kissed her mouth with all of the fiery passion I possessed in my body. “Wait, but how do you know so quickly?”  
 
    “The Goddess Nira blesses every mother with the same dream once she conceives,” Ainsley explained as she palmed her belly and smiled. “It is a dream about the birth of one’s child, telling you exactly how it will happen. I had that dream last night. And, as you can see, I have already begun to feel the effects of pregnancy in my body.”  
 
    It took me a moment to process everything she’d just said. The moment I did, though, a joyous laugh burst out of my mouth.  
 
    “We’re having a baby!” I shouted, and I pulled Ainsley to me to kiss her once more.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    We woke up the next morning blissfully happy, just as we’d done every morning since the orcs had been defeated.  
 
    “First day of training,” Ainsley murmured as she stretched out on the mattress and rubbed the sleep from her eyes.  
 
    “Yep.” I grinned, and then I glanced down toward her stomach. “Maybe you should take it easy. I mean, for all I know you could be three months along, and I don’t want you to do anything that would hurt the baby.”  
 
    “Ben, I am not three months along,” Ainsley chuckled. “I am not quite sure what that even means.”  
 
    “Well, the dragonkin women give birth to our kids within a matter of two or three moons,” I explained. “Where I’m from, pregnancies take much longer. Around nine moons.”  
 
    Ainsley’s eyes widened, and I nervously wondered if her pregnancy would be fast, just as the dragon women’s were.  
 
    “Two to three moons?” she gasped. “That is very fast, Ben. It will take me at least six or seven moons to be ready for birthing. This pregnancy will not be so rushed, I assure you.”  
 
    “Good,” I sighed in relief. “I still think you should take it easy, though.”  
 
    “My people do not ‘take it easy’ during pregnancy,” Ainsley countered as she shook her head. “It is much better for mother and child to exert oneself more, in fact. I will steer clear of any danger, but I must make sure my blood flows fast and my body is healthy.”  
 
    “Alright,” I relented with a furrowed brow. “But no monster fights. First sign of danger, and you run, got it?”  
 
    “Understood.” The strawberry blonde nodded seriously. “But I believe we must start soon, if we are to be ready in eight nights’ time.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I replied, and I slid to my feet and stretched.  
 
    The village was awake and excited by the time Ainsley and I left our tent, and we gathered at the cook tent for a hearty breakfast. The women all made sure to eat plenty of meat so they’d be fueled for the upcoming workout, and I smiled at the sight.  
 
    “Good morning, Ben,” Sarayah greeted as she approached the breakfast table with a plate of fish and fruit in her hands. “I am excited to learn to sail the ship today. Our ancestors have never left this island before.”  
 
    “Really?” I asked. “Well, then you get to be a pioneer!”  
 
    A soft smile spread across Sarayah’s pink lips, and she ducked her head to try and hide the blush that colored her cheeks, but I caught it anyways. Now that the brunette had asked about having my baby and wasn’t so adversarial toward me, I figured our relationship would progress much like Jemma and Ainsley’s had.  
 
    And, I was drawn to Sarayah. The fire with which she’d asserted her position, even though she was against me, when I’d first arrived was a welcome change. She was stubborn and determined, much like Mira had been when we’d first met. Though the friendship I’d found with Mira wasn’t there just yet with the brown-haired deer woman, I had a feeling it would come soon enough.  
 
    I glanced down her body, which was wrapped in a flowy white dress, and let myself imagine what she would look like without the clothes to cover her. She had a perfect, hourglass figure and round, plump breasts I longed to hold in my hands while I pleasured her.  
 
    “What is a pioneer?” Sarayah asked when she’d regained her composure enough to look back at me.  
 
    “An explorer,” I told her. “Someone who does something before everyone else.”  
 
    “Like you,” she said.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” I chuckled. I’d never really thought about it that way, but she was right. Ever since I’d landed on the dragon women’s island, I’d become a pioneer.  
 
    “I think I shall call you that.” Sarayah nodded firmly. “Ben, the Pioneer.”  
 
    “Draco Rex, King, and Pioneer,” I laughed. “I’ve got quite a lot of nicknames.”  
 
    “Just wait, we’ll think of more,” Mira snickered as she joined us for breakfast, and her own plate was piled with nearly twice as much food as anyone else’s. The warrior could out drink and out eat anyone I’d ever met.  
 
    I glanced around the table to see most of the women were close to finishing their meals and were nearly ready for the day.  
 
    “When everyone has finished with breakfast, meet me down at the beach where the orc ship is,” I announced. “We’ve got a long day ahead of us.”  
 
    Nearly an hour later, everyone was down at the beach with full bellies and excited minds, and I glanced at the ship and debated what Mira and I should work on first with the women. We needed to figure out how to man the ship in its entirety, but the best place to start would be the sails.  
 
    “Alright, everyone, climb aboard,” I instructed the women. “We’ll take a quick tour first, and then we’re going to learn how to work the sails.”  
 
    “Oh, my, this deck has not been cleaned in ages.” Jemma wrinkled her nose as she looked down at the scarred deck, dirty with mud and only the gods knew what else.  
 
    When all fifty deer women were aboard the ship, I took the group around and pointed out the different parts and the names for them. I taught them about the bow and stern, port side and starboard, and what the use of the different ropes and sails were for. Since there were two masts with two sails, I made sure they understood the basic mechanics of sailing a ship with the three sails as well.  
 
    “Sometimes, we’ll only have one sail up,” I explained. “It will depend on wind speed and strength. We don’t want to travel so fast we’re out of control, especially with a vessel this size.”  
 
    “How do we steer the ship?” Theora asked with a tilt of her head. “We must be able to turn toward your home island.”  
 
    “Good question,” I said, and I turned away from the mainsail and hopped up the two steps to the raised deck where the steering wheel was housed. “This is how we’ll steer the ship. It’s called a steering wheel, and it attaches to a tool at the lower back of the ship called a rudder. The rudder will use the force of the water to turn the ship whichever way we need to point it. Would you like to try it?”  
 
    The women’s eyes all widened as they stared at the new piece of technology. Even Mira was impressed, though she did her best to hide it.  
 
    After a moment of hesitation, the crowd of deer women swelled forward and took a good look at the wheel I held in my hands. I showed them how to turn it and explained which way the wheel needed to go in order to steer the ship.  
 
    Sometimes, I forgot the most basic pieces of technology were revolutionary to the women of my islands. A steering wheel was so normal to me. In fact, a ship like the orc vessel was normal to me, if a bit outdated. Movies, books, and history had made sure I knew exactly what to do, and it was kind of like my entire life had been preparing me to help these women.  
 
    “What is that stench?” Theora gasped as we descended down to the second level.  
 
    I took a hefty whiff of the air and immediately knew what she referred to. It smelled like shit and blood. Clearly, the orcs were too disgusting to even bother cleaning out their feces.  
 
    “Let’s get this tour over with, and then we’ll clean the whole ship,” I reassured her. “There is no way we’re sailing this thing without scrubbing it top to bottom.”  
 
    We finished a walking tour of the ship, and I made sure I explained every little bit of the ship to the women, even the parts I wasn’t sure we’d need to use. 
 
    Then I divided the women into groups so we could start cleaning the nasty ship. A few of them went back to the village to grab soap and pumice like stones we could scrub with, while the rest of us started to break down the cages that were kept below the decks for scrap metal. We scrubbed the ship from top to bottom, and a few hours later, we had a shiny, clean vessel, and we took a short break back in the village to get some rest before the real fun started.  
 
    When we came back out onto the deck in the late afternoon, heavy with new knowledge and ready to start our serious training in the morning, Jemma walked over to one of the cannons curiously.  
 
    There were four of them, two on the port side and two on the starboard side, pointed out of a hole cut in the rail of the ship. Next to each cannon was a barrel of gunpowder and a box full of heavy metal cannonballs. The cannons were on a rotating base, which allowed them to swivel around so we could aim them in almost all directions.  
 
    “That’s a cannon,” I told the auburn-haired woman. “It’s like a giant gun.” 
 
    “What’s a gun?” Ainsley asked.  
 
    Jemma frowned, and the other deer women didn’t show any more understanding, so I wracked my brain for a way to explain it.  
 
    “A gun is a weapon that fires metal at a super high speed using gunpowder,” I explained after a moment. “The metal is called a bullet, and it can rip through skin and organs so fast it’ll kill a person. So, a cannon is basically that, just big. We take one of these metal cannonballs and place it on top of packed gunpowder. Then we light the fuse, and when the heat and flame hit the gunpowder, it explodes. The cannonball is shot forward with a hell of a lot of force, and when it hits its target, stuff gets destroyed. It’s actually pretty awesome.”  
 
    The only real reference I had for a cannon explosion was all the pirate movies I watched as a kid, and the inner child in me was just about screaming for joy. It wasn’t exactly that I wanted an excuse to fire the cannon, but … I really wanted an excuse to fire the cannon.  
 
    “Can we fire it?” Sarayah asked, and her green eyes were ablaze with excitement as she stared down at the cannon hungrily.  
 
    “Not yet,” I chuckled. “Knowing how to fire the cannons won’t do us much good if we accidentally sail ourselves right into a giant rock, like a wayward Titanic. Trust me, the movie wasn’t nearly as horrific as the real thing.”  
 
    As often happened when I referenced anything from pop culture, I was met with a whole lot of blank stares.  
 
    So much for my wonderful metaphor.  
 
    “We just don’t want to crash and burn because we were focused on the cannons,” I finished. “Mira, let’s start with a split group. You take half to do strength training in their arms, and I’ll take the other half to start learning how to work with the sails.”  
 
    “Yes, my king.” The jade-haired warrior nodded. She picked half the women, the ones who were on the skinnier side and would need a bit more help, and then directed them off the boat and to the beach.  
 
    Mira and I had discussed a game plan for strength training the night before, and the exercises we’d devised ran the gamut from two person wheelbarrows to circuits filled with burpees, pull ups, and climbing trees.  
 
    “Alright, let’s get started.” I clapped my hands and turned back to the other twenty-five women.  
 
    Sarayah, Ainsley, Jemma, and Theora were in my group. They had all proved themselves to be valuable assets, talented fighters, and quick learners, so I knew the four of them, in addition to Mira, would make up my main crew.  
 
    “This ship is so enormous,” Jemma murmured with awe as she looked around. “I wonder how it was made.”  
 
    “I think the orcs have got some pretty advanced technology compared to all of you guys,” I told her. “But that’s why you have me here. First and foremost, let’s talk about knots.”  
 
    I walked the women through all of the knots they would need to know to tie off the sails when they were both opened and closed, and we spent some time practicing. I wanted to make sure every single woman was adept at tying knots before anything else. I’d learned in the Coast Guard that there was nothing worse than a poorly tied knot. Everything else could run completely smoothly, but if the knots were too loose, sails could fall, and people could get hurt. Conversely, if the knots were too tight, that could create a huge problem for us if we needed to get the sails up during the middle of a nasty storm. I didn’t want to encounter a storm like I’d found on the dragonkin women’s island while we were in the middle of the sea, but I also knew I needed to be prepared for anything and everything.  
 
    The next few days were spent on the basics with each group. I showed them all how to tie the knots, how to raise and lower the sails, and how to steer the ship depending on the different weather conditions. I also explained how we never wanted to sail straight into the wind, but rather at an angle, so we still retained the utmost control over our massive vessel.  
 
    The deer women were intelligent and quick, and they picked up on the things I taught them as if they were born to be on the water. For a group of women who hadn’t even wanted to leave the island, much less sail an enormous pirate ship, they did an amazing job.  
 
    Two days into our training, Mira and I sat down near the fire outside the tent we shared while we watched the deer women relax after a long day of training.  
 
    “Do you think they’ll be ready?” I asked her as I sipped some cool, clear water from a leaf.  
 
    “With you leading them, they will be ready for anything.” She nodded. “We are building a good crew here, Ben. Soon enough, you will have an army large enough to fight the orcs and win. And then we will show those fuckers of mothers why they should not mess with women.”  
 
    Mira’s expression grew dark as she stared out into the night, and I was sure she imagined just what it would feel like to defeat the orcs once and for all. I’d imagined the same thing a thousand times before.  
 
    In my head, the orc king looked like a messed up version of Jabba the Hutt, complete with the fat, drooling mouth and a complete stupidity. I wanted to wrap a chain around his meaty neck and take him out Princess Leia style. Or, I wanted to run my sea glass sword right through his chunky middle and watch the life drain from his eyes. What he and his orc people had done, and continued to do, to all of the islands in this world was heinous.  
 
    And I’d make sure I’d be the one to teach him a lesson.  
 
    “Do you think it’s just the king at the top?” I asked Mira. “I mean, as dumb as these guys are, they seem to have some kind of system going on, with commanders and troops who report to the king.”  
 
    “You are right,” she mused and bumped her shoulder into me. “But they’re nothing compared to us. Even if they have some basic organization, they’ve proven themselves to be idiots. Once we have enough numbers to fight them, they do not stand a chance.”  
 
    “We have to be ready.” I nodded. “I’m not sure how many more islands are populated, or how many people they have, but we have to build up an army. And any army made of angry women out for revenge on a bunch of sick dudes is going to win.”  
 
    “That’s because women are the superior sex.” Mira grinned playfully.  
 
    “Please.” I rolled my eyes. “You still need to screw me to have a baby, Ms. Superior Sex.”  
 
    “There is no one I would rather screw, Draco Rex,” Mira chuckled.  
 
    The warrior leaned over and laid her head against my shoulder, and we sat on the platform, warmed by the roaring fire, and stared up at the stars that blanketed the night sky above us. I couldn’t see everything through the branches of the trees, but the stars I did see shone and sparkled with the most brilliant light.  
 
    I’d started to form my own constellations in the blanket of stars I could spot at night. The night sky here was completely different from the one back on Earth, but I liked that. I got to be the pioneer of constellations and decide what they looked like and what to name them.  
 
    I’d already named one after all of my kids. There was a bright star that shone every night, high above, and seemed to twinkle more than the rest. It was surrounded by a perfect circle of ten dimmer, smaller stars, but the ten stars twinkled equally and almost always in sync.  
 
    That was the constellation for me, my children, and the children yet to come.  
 
    I sat there and stared at the stars, and I wondered just how I should go about this war. At this point, there was no doubt in my mind that it was, in fact, a war. The massive battle on the beach the week before, and the arrival of the orc ship, had proven that. The orc population had to be massive, but they were spread out among the different islands as they tried to conquer them all. And this world didn’t have cell phones or the internet, so they were out of contact with their home base.  
 
    The beginnings of a plan had started to form in my head over the last day or so. If I went to each island and helped defeat the orcs there, I could build my own army. And by the time I freed the last island and saved the women from the orcs, I was sure I’d have an army that would rival the orcs’ in size. Plus, I already knew the women I’d found were more skilled than the bumbling, idiotic orc soldiers.  
 
    The only question I was left with was whether or not I should build our base on the dragonkin women’s island. It was the first place I’d landed, and because of that, I loved it, but this journey had already shown me other islands might have more necessary supplies on them. It was completely possible there was another island where I could build a massive base more safely. Maybe an island with more advanced building equipment, or more flat land so we could build more easily.  
 
    I knew I wouldn’t have the answer until I’d explored at least a few more islands, but the thoughts ran circles around my mind as I stared up at the bright white stars.  
 
    One thing was for sure, though: there was a lot of exploring left to do, and a lot of women to save.  
 
    The next several days were focused on finding what each woman’s strengths were on the ship. I wanted to concentrate everyone into a few different groups. Some would watch the seas, some would man the sails up top, some would be on the bottom, and we would rotate shifts. A ship like the orc vessel needed to be watched and manned at all times, not just during the day. Automatic steering and navigation weren’t exactly technologies that existed in this world.  
 
    As I’d suspected, Jemma and Ainsley were the best climbers in the group. The two women were swift in the trees, but the ladders on the poles attached to the sails helped them to climb even more quickly, and I watched as they leapt and scurried from one end of the sail to the other like spider monkeys.  
 
    Two days before we hoped to leave, everyone had learned all of the skills they needed to, and they learned them well.  
 
    I stood on the deck of the boat, with the hot sun overhead, as I watched Ainsley and Jemma unfurl the jib and main sail.  
 
    This was one of the final tests to decide which women would be in charge of the sails up top, and which women would stay on the deck. I knew, of course, that climbing up the sails and working them while the ship was beached was vastly different than doing so on the open ocean, with waves that would crash up against us and rock the ship, but there was no way to try and replicate that at the moment.  
 
    Ainsley was on top, five feet above Jemma, as she let loose the two smaller sails. The blonde quickly grabbed the rope, pulled it taut, and tied the sails off. Jemma swiftly followed suit with the jib, while Ainsley climbed down, and once the jib was taut and filled with air, Ainsley leapt down from her perch and helped Jemma work the main sail.  
 
    “Time!” Jemma cried out excitedly when they were both finished, and her chartreuse eyes looked at me as she waited for my verdict.  
 
    “Two minutes and forty seven seconds.” I grinned at my two women. “Who’s next?”  
 
    “I don’t know if any of us can beat that!” Theora exclaimed with a broad smile. “The two of you did such a fantastic job.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Ainsley, ever the picture of grace, nodded at Theora as she and Jemma climbed down. “That was quite fun.”  
 
    “Well, it looks like you and Jemma are going to be on the main sail whenever you’re not sleeping.” I grinned and grabbed the strawberry blonde around the waist so I could plant a kiss on her soft head.  
 
    “Really?” Jemma clapped her hands in excitement. “That’s such a big job!”  
 
    “And there’s no one we’d trust more with it,” Theora replied. “What will the rest of us do, Ben?”  
 
    The deer woman tossed her shiny brown hair behind her, and her green eyes glistened with excitement as she waited for my answer. Her light olive skin had a golden glow in the sun, and it made her look almost angelic.  
 
    “Mira?” I looked for the warrior, who strode up to my side at her name. “What do you think?”  
 
    “I think Theora and Sarayah would do well on the second sail,” the warrior said. “Nima has made much progress in strength training, so she would be worthy to steer the ship if you and I cannot.”  
 
    “Great.” I nodded.  
 
    After another hour, we’d sorted out all of the women into groups based on where their strengths lay. We made sure everyone had at least one spare rotation so the women could all get enough sleep during the few days we would be on the water. It had only taken Mira and I about a day and a half to get to the deer women’s island from our home island, but the raft we’d traveled on had been much smaller and easier to maneuver. I figured it would only take us two days total with the larger vessel, but I still wanted to be prepared. If things didn’t go completely to plan, it wouldn’t do us much good to have an exhausted crew trying to sail the ship back home.  
 
    The last two days were spent making preparations. We took down the tents in the village and rolled up the vine bridges to load onto the ship. I wanted to take any materials we might possibly need, so we also gathered more clay and lumber.  
 
    On the last day, we went out on a final hunting and gathering mission. I took Jemma, Sarayah, and Nima to hunt, while Mira and Ainsley gathered fruits and vegetables.  
 
    “I am going to miss this place,” Nima sighed as we walked softly through the forest in search of tarrels. “But I do hope we can heal my sister when we make it back to your island, Ben.”  
 
    The red headed woman gripped her bow just a little harder and stared into the forest. The huge trees cast shadows along the golden ground and made the dead, wet leaves shine in the slivers of sunlight.  
 
    Netta, Nima’s sister, had been in a coma since before the final orc battle. She’d been attacked during our missions to get rid of the oil barrels, and the only way her body had been able to heal herself was to put her into a deep sleep. Thornen, the village healer, had feared Netta would die, but the beautiful deer woman was stronger than that. She’d defied all odds and continued to breathe, though she hadn’t woken up. I’d never encountered a coma in this world before, but I knew from Talise that the water dragons had healing powers that could treat any wound. A wound of the brain was just as bad as a wound of the body, and I was sure one dose of George’s magic would wake Netta up.  
 
    “There’s a woman on the dragonkin island,” I told Nima. “Her name is Talise. She knows more about healing and magic than anyone I have ever met. I’ve seen her do some miraculous things I would have never thought possible. I am sure she will know how to heal your sister.”  
 
    Nima nodded and laced her fingers through mine, but her green eyes still refused to meet my gaze. I paused, and the redhead stopped next to me. Behind us, Jemma and Sarayah also stopped, but the two women looked away to give Nima and me a private moment.  
 
    “I am afraid even that won’t be enough,” Nima finally sighed. “I love the women of this village, and I am sure I will love the dragonkin women, too, but Netta is my sister. When the orcs first came, she helped me hide away from them. We were just children, but if it weren’t for Netta, I would be dead right now, or a prisoner of the orcs. When she was attacked, I did nothing to save her. I was not able to help her the way she helped me, and now I am afraid I will never get the chance. I heard Thornen telling Kella she had never seen a dead sleep last more than a moon cycle. In seven days time, it will have been one moon cycle since Netta was attacked.”  
 
    “I see,” I murmured.  
 
    Tears pricked Nima’s eyes, and she bit her full lips as she wiped them away angrily. I could tell she was a woman who hated to let others see her cry.  
 
    “I am sorry, Ben,” she whispered. “You are doing so much to help her, and I am complaining to you. You must think I am terrible.”  
 
    “Not in the least.” I shook my head. “I think you’re normal. And I promise you, we will find a way to heal your sister.”  
 
    Nima looked up at me, and I could see complete trust in her large green eyes. Then she nodded and leaned forward to wrap herself in my arms. I let her stay there for as long as she wanted, and when she pulled away, we continued on our hunt without another word.  
 
    I could see a small spring in her step now, though. She was lighter than she had been before, and I was so damn glad I was able to help her feel like that.  
 
    A few hours later, we all returned to what was left of the deer women’s village. We’d packed most of the tents onto the orc ship and left the main platforms and a few fires for our last night, since Ainsley wanted to have one more feast before we left, as a send off to the island she wasn’t sure she’d ever see again.  
 
    So, we all gathered on the main platform around a roaring fire and enjoyed the food as Sarayah and Theora tapped out rhythmic songs on their drums to entertain us.  
 
    “Sisters,” Ainsley said as she stood up. “I would like to say a few words.”  
 
    Instantly, all the eyes of the village were glued to Ainsley, their President, as she spoke.  
 
    “Tonight is momentous.” Ainsley grinned. “Tomorrow, we will do something that no deer people have ever done. We will board a ship and sail across the bright sea to another land, filled with other people. Our people are not normally adventurous ones, but we are starting a new tradition. A new kind of deer people will be born on this island!”  
 
    Everyone raised their glasses and cheered as Ainsley smiled and touched her stomach.  
 
    Our child would be the first of her people to be born on a different island. He or she would be part deer, part dragonkin, and part human.  
 
    I was about to create an entirely new world. Tomorrow, we would sail toward the dragonkins’ island. And after that? 
 
    I had no idea what the future would bring.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    The next morning, the sun had just begun to creep over the horizon and blanket the world with its soft golden rays when I woke up on Ainsley’s bed. The strawberry blonde was still fast asleep, though. Over the last two weeks, I’d noticed she’d started to sleep more and more. Before her pregnancy, she was always the first to rise and the last to go to bed. Now, she went to bed with the first wave of tired deer women, and she woke up when the sun was in the sky and warming our bodies.  
 
    Other than her sleep pattern, though, the baby inside her hadn’t changed Ainsley one bit. She was still energized and athletic, ready to take on any challenge that came her way. Sometimes, it made me nervous when I saw her swing from the mast of the ship or climb a tall tree, but I knew the deer woman would never do anything to put our child in jeopardy. She knew her body’s limits and would never push herself past them.  
 
    As had become my custom whenever I woke by Ainsley’s side, I bent down to kiss her stomach lightly. It was still taut and slim, with no sign of the baby growing within. The deer women’s pregnancies now seemed so slow in comparison to Nerissa’s, or Talise’s. At first, I’d been so shocked by the speed with which my children had been born, and then grown. Now, though, it seemed so normal for a woman to have a noticeable bump a few weeks into her pregnancy.  
 
    I looked at Ainsley one last time as she slumbered peacefully before I rolled off the mattress and stood up on the platform we now shared with all the other deer women. I slipped past their sleeping figures and headed toward the ladder on the main tree, and per usual, Mira rose silently and followed me down, ready to help with any of the day’s needs, no questions asked.  
 
    We followed the now familiar path from the base of the village to the far beach where the orc camp and ship were. The deserted camp was still an eerie place, especially now that we had torn apart most of the buildings to use for our own supplies. It looked like an old, abandoned town in a Western movie, and I could just imagine Clint Eastwood clicking his spurs as he marched through town and stared down every dark corner with his wicked blue eyes.  
 
    “Tonight we sail home.” Mira grinned as she rushed past the orc camp toward the massive ship. Now that we’d all spent so much time on it, the vessel looked less intimidating. It seemed more like a ship meant for exploration and adventure, rather than conquering innocent civilizations.  
 
    We’d made it our own, and I just knew the massive ship would take Mira, me, and anyone else who wanted to join us on the most amazing journeys.  
 
    “The tide should be high enough.” I nodded as I eyed the crystal blue ocean, which had crept up under the boat over the last few days. It ebbed and flowed daily, but as the moon became fuller, the high tide was higher and helped to loosen the ship from the beach. The bottom was still buried in grains of sand, but the earth had loosened up underneath it. With the right amount of manpower to give it a good shove, and an even higher tide, we should be able to get off the beach and out into the open ocean with almost no problems.  
 
    “It will come when the sun is ready to set,” Mira pointed out. “Should we leave then?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “Let’s make sure the ship is ready, and then we’ll get back to the village and prepare the women.”  
 
    Mira and I checked every inch of the orc ship. We made sure the lumber was secured in the back rooms, below the deck, so it wouldn’t roll around while we rode the waves. Then we checked on the supplies we’d loaded in the days before. There were stores of dried meat and fish, as well as fruits and vegetables from the garden. Jemma and Theora had even caught some of the squirts, the octopus looking creatures with the secretions that sped up the healing process. The animals were trapped in a few clay pots that had been filled with salt water and small fish for food. We’d bring them back to the dragonkin island, where Talise could store them and use their discharge whenever she needed to.  
 
    Once we knew our supplies were all ready, we climbed up the masts and checked over the sails. I ran my fingers along the rough fabric and tried to place it. The cloth was coarser than the tree bark material the deer women used, but softer than what the dragonkin women wore. Its texture reminded me of wool, so I assumed it might be spun from some sort of animal fur.  
 
    Which made me even more curious about just what these orcs had on their island. Not only the animals they possessed to shear for clothing, but the equipment they used to spin the fur into material.  
 
    There were no holes or rips, so I put down the material and hopped off the mast.  
 
    “The ship is in perfect order.” I grinned at Mira.  
 
    “Then it’s time for an adventure, Draco Rex,” she chuckled.  
 
    “Let’s grab the rafts and put them ashore, then we can head back,” I informed her.  
 
    We took the last two life rafts from their perch on the side of the ship and dragged them onto the beach for the women to use after they pushed the ship off the shore. We’d anchor it not too far from the beach, once the water was deep enough, and they’d row out to us. It was the only way we’d have enough power to get the vessel unstuck from the sand where it was beached. The orcs might have the technology to make an incredible ship, but when it came to actually sailing it correctly, they were all dumber than dirt.  
 
    When we returned, the village was so alive with excitement it was nearly tangible. The deer women had already risen and were gathered to eat lunch when Mira and I returned.  
 
    “Ben! Ben!” Jemma waved at me as I approached the group. “Is everything ready for later today? I am so excited to sail to your island and see where you are from!”  
 
    “I’m glad,” I chuckled. “Everything’s all set. In a few days’ time, you all will officially step foot on another land.”  
 
    “The first of our people to be adventurers.” Theora grinned up at me, and her bright emerald eyes flashed in excitement. “Time cannot move swiftly enough. I pray on this other island I will be able to help our people grow in number, just as Ainsley is doing now.”  
 
    Theora lowered her thick black lashes, and a light blush crawled to her cheeks. Then she drew her bottom lip into her mouth and looked up at me as she waited for my response.  
 
    For a moment, I couldn’t speak. I was too caught up in the daydream of what it would be like to be inside the strong, determined woman with the beautiful black hair.  
 
    “Whenever you want.” I nodded quickly. “You say the word, and I’ll do whatever I can to help you.”  
 
    I winked at the brunette as her eyes gazed at the muscles in my torso, and then she stepped forward and kissed my cheek softly.  
 
    “You are a very good man, Ben,” she whispered into my ear. Her hot breath tickled the hair that lined the outer rim of my earlobe, and a shiver of anticipation slipped up and down my spine. The image of Theora, round with pregnancy, with even fuller breasts and a plump ass, was enough to send me over the edge.  
 
    I could not wait until we landed on the other island, and I could get her all to myself. If a baby was what she wanted, I’d give it to her, no matter how long it took. 
 
    I’d give all of them beautiful babies.  
 
    Mira and I grabbed some grilled fish and vegetables and ate lunch alongside the rest of the deer women. When the sun started to hang low in the sky, and its rays just started to grow pink, I rose and gave Ainsley a signal with a nod of my head.  
 
    “Sisters, is everyone ready?” she asked.  
 
    The deer women all nodded their heads and affirmed aloud. Some were breathless with excitement, some a bit nervous, and others more silent as they steeled themselves for the journey. But there was not a doubt in my mind that they were all happy to go along, even if it hadn’t always been what they wanted.  
 
    Nima and Thornen carried Netta out of the medicine tent, on a makeshift cot that had two thin logs on each side, like a hospital transport from World War I. They stood on either end of the bed and grabbed a log in each hand, so the cot was stretched between them, with Netta’s comatose figure lying prone on top.  
 
    Our hike through the forest was a little slower than usual as the deer women said goodbye to the island. They touched trees and kissed the leaves of bushes as they passed, and the women murmured prayers to their Goddess, Nira, and thanked the island for its kindness over the generations of deer people who had inhabited the land.  
 
    It was as if the island itself had a pulse to them and was a real, live person they were saying goodbye to.  
 
    Mira and I watched in both awe and surprise the entire journey, but the deer women never let up. They swept their fingers along the bark of the trees and picked up small handfuls of dirt, then let it sift through their fingers.  
 
    When we made it to the soft golden sand of the beach, Ainsley knelt down where the sand met the dirt. The deer women all followed suit, and Mira and I stepped back to observe quietly and give them all this one last moment with their homeland for the foreseeable future.  
 
    “Goddess Nira,” Ainsley prayed aloud, while the others were silent. “My sisters and I thank you for allowing us to use this land and profit from its many gifts. You have allowed us to survive and prosper in this land, and you are the reason our people have survived this far. We thank you and pray you look over the dead we have buried here, the loved ones we lost to the invaders, and the ones who died of natural causes before that. Blessings to you, my Goddess.”  
 
    “Blessings to you,” the rest of the women repeated.  
 
    They remained in that position for a moment, then touched their foreheads to the earth before they rose and turned to Mira and me.  
 
    “We are ready now,” Jemma said with a happy smile. “How are we to do this?” 
 
    I explained the plan Mira and I had formed earlier that morning. The tide was high now, a good five feet up the side of the ship, and would hopefully be enough to help carry us out to shore, with the right amount of pushing.  
 
    So, forty of the deer women remained on the beach as the rest of us climbed aboard the ship. Ainsley and Jemma climbed up the mast of the main sail, while Theora and Sarayah climbed up the mast of the secondary sail. Mira and I positioned ourselves behind the wheel, ready to steer and call out orders, while the rest of the village remained on the deck, prepared to help in any way they could.  
 
    I wet the tip of my right index finger on my tongue and held it up to feel for the wind direction. It wasn’t quite as strong of a gust as I would have liked, but I was sure it would be enough to push us from the sand and out into the ocean. Lucky for us, the wind was coming directly off the island and would hit our sails nearly straight on, which would be a massive help as we pushed off the beach.  
 
    “Is everyone ready?” I yelled out.  
 
    I received affirmations from the women below the ship, and then I looked to the four who manned the sails.  
 
    Each one gave me a firm nod.  
 
    “Alright, on my signal, push as hard as you can!” I instructed. “You guys have to let the sails loose at the exact same time.”  
 
    I waited a moment as the breeze picked up slightly, glanced behind me at the clear, open ocean, and then gripped the wheel with both hands.  
 
    “One, two, three!”  
 
    On “three” the wind blew forward with immense force, just as the four women snapped open the sails. The ones below heaved with all their might, and the wood creaked and protested as the ship started to drag backward through the sand and float a little more in the high tide.  
 
    But it was moving.  
 
    “It is working!” Mira yelled. “Keep going!”  
 
    I worked to keep the ship as straight as I possibly could and pointed straight into the wind as the boat was shoved backward, foot by foot. Meanwhile, Ainsley, Jemma, Theora, and Sarayah held tight to the ropes of the sails to make sure nothing snapped and ruined our plan.  
 
    And then, after about thirty more seconds of intense pushing, steering, and hoping, I felt the ship free itself from the sand completely. The dragging pressure suddenly disappeared, and we floated a few feet upward as the wind pushed us out onto the open ocean.  
 
    “Yes!” I shouted and pumped my fist up into the air, and a cry of excitement rose from my ship’s crew at the exact same time. We waited as we floated far from the shore, so we didn’t risk accidentally getting caught in the sand once again.  
 
    “It worked!” Mira grinned from ear to ear as soon as we were far enough out, and the jade-haired warrior went over to grab the thick metal anchor and prepared to lob it over the side. “Raise the sails!”  
 
    As the sails were pulled upward, Mira heaved the anchor over the side of the ship and stopped our backward process so we could wait for the women on shore to row over to us.  
 
    “We’ve got ourselves a working ship, Mira!” I told her. 
 
    “Yes, my king.” She nodded, and her brilliant gold eyes sparkled as she smiled at me. “Soon, you will have an entire army to man it.”  
 
    “Damn straight,” I chuckled. “I’m going to be like Captain Sparrow, except much less of a drunk.”  
 
    “I am not sure who Captain Sparrow is, but if he is anything like you, I think I would like him,” she laughed.  
 
    “Sailing is fun!” Jemma yelled down from her perch atop the mast. “Being up here reminds me of the trees on our island. I don’t think this will be so bad!”  
 
    “Just remember, the trees at home don’t have waves below them to rock them,” I called up to her. “Make sure you hold on tight.”  
 
    “I shall hold this mast the way I hold you.” Jemma grinned back at me.  
 
    The rest of the village arrived a few minutes later, and we secured the row boats to the side of the ship before they climbed up the ladder. Everyone exchanged hugs and congratulations, and then they all turned to me for their orders.  
 
    “Alright, ladies, this is what we’ve been preparing for all week,” I told them. “Sailing on the open ocean. To your stations!”  
 
    Instantly, everyone scattered and went to their respective stations. The second shift went below deck to get some rest before it was their turn, while the other women got to work securing ropes and making sure the equipment was ready for the journey.  
 
    “Sails at the ready!” I yelled.  
 
    “Ready!” Ainsley hollered back.  
 
    “Ready!” Theora echoed.  
 
    “Number One, haul anchor!” I shouted.  
 
    “I will assume you are speaking to me,” Mira chuckled as she grabbed the thick metal chain and started to haul the anchor back onto the deck. The second it broke free from the sand below, the ship started to drift along the water as the sails came down.  
 
    “It’s a Star Trek reference,” I laughed. “Which you don’t know because you don’t have TV. It just means you’re my second in command.”  
 
    “I suppose I can be second if it is to you,” Mira joked as she lifted the anchor back onto the ship and dropped it to the wood of the deck.  
 
    For the second time that day, the sails were fully lowered, and they caught the wind at a perfect, forty degree angle. I turned the wheel just a little bit, and the ship started to sail onward, headed for the distant island we would all soon call home.  
 
    Sea water sprayed up and speckled the back of my neck with cool droplets, and they were welcome in the high heat of the warm, tropical sun. I watched as some fish flipped and twisted about in the distance, and bright birds soared overhead, let out squawks and trills, rolled over, and dove toward the brilliant blue water for food.  
 
    The wind blew through my hair, and I took a moment to tilt my head back and stare up at the crystal blue sky.  
 
    This was the definition of paradise.  
 
    There was a bit of a learning curve over the next few hours. I’d never been the captain of a vessel while I was in the Coast Guard, and we’d certainly never sailed one nearly as big as the orc ship, but I figured it out pretty quickly. It was all a matter of who I gave orders to, and when. Mira’s watchful eyes were helpful, and she pointed out a few loose ropes and knots that needed to be tighter whenever she spotted them.  
 
    About three hours into the journey, I gave the call to switch to the second shift. I could see the women on deck were exhausted, despite the week of rigorous training they had endured. It was nothing like actually sailing along the open ocean. That was infinitely more draining, especially since we now had the wind to contend with, which proved to be a bit unpredictable. We had to raise the sails a few times when the strength of the gusts became too much and blew the ship off course.  
 
    Ainsley, Jemma, Sarayah, and Theora gladly climbed down from the enormous masts and slunk down below deck, ready to drop onto a mattress and sleep for the next few hours.  
 
    Nima came onto the top deck, followed by the three deer women who would man the sails with her, including Brenna and Thornen.  
 
    “How is everything up here?” Nima asked, and the redhead smiled softly as she gazed over the edge of the boat and took in the rolling, beautiful ocean.  
 
    “A work in progress,” I told her. “Ready for your turn?”  
 
    “Absolutely.” The redhead nodded happily at me before she turned and swiftly climbed up the mast, where the sails were halfway unfurled. Then she instantly got busy as she tightened and adjusted knots and made sure everything was in order.  
 
    I watched her as she worked. Nima was a slight enigma to me, but I was attracted as hell to her soft, determined demeanor.  
 
    As I watched her turn to face the ocean, away from the main part of the mast, and bend down to tighten a rope, a part of the jib rigging snapped free. Thornen was below it, and the brunette screamed as the hook that had been lodged in the wood swung up and out, right toward Nima’s head.  
 
    “Nima, watch out!” I shouted in warning.  
 
    The redhead spun around, and her eyes widened when she saw the piece of metal that was headed straight for her head, but then she quickly reached one hand out and caught the rope. It had too much momentum to be stopped by her hand, though, and it took Nima with it as it swung back further. Her feet left the mast, but she hung on as it swung backward and forward.  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief as she swung backward and forward on the rope, suspended in the air just below the cross of the mast, but perfectly safe and unharmed.  
 
    When the rope had finally killed off all of its momentum, Thornen pulled it up, and Nima landed back on the mast.  
 
    Quickly, she scampered down the ladder, in need of the solid floor of the deck, as I rushed down to meet her.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I demanded as I grabbed the red headed deer woman in a hug.  
 
    Her entire body shivered, even her little antlers, but she managed to nod into my chest.  
 
    “I am fine, Ben,” she breathed. “Just a little shaken, is all. I am not harmed.”  
 
    “Well, that was certainly an adventure.” I blew out a breath and stepped back to examine her hand. The skin on her palm was red, but she was right. The woman was unharmed. “Let me go check on that hook and fix it, so that doesn’t happen again.”  
 
    I climbed up the mast myself and maneuvered over to the left side, where the hook had been hammered into the wood.  
 
    It had pulled free and left a gaping hole, but the wood itself wasn’t rotten, which was a relief. The last thing I needed was a rotten mast while we were out in the middle of the ocean.  
 
    I pulled the rope to me, yanked the jib taut again, then secured the hook back to the wood with some extra rope and really, really tight knots. I absolutely did not want it to break free again and hurt anybody. Nima had been quick on her feet, but other women might not be so lucky.  
 
    When I was satisfied it was secure, I climbed down and returned to the steering wheel, which Mira had taken over in my absence.  
 
    “Thanks,” I told her as I moved to take back over my post.  
 
    “Uh-uh.” She shook her head and narrowed her gold eyes at me. “You need rest.”  
 
    “Mira, I’m fine,” I protested, even though I nearly drooled at the thought of sleep. Still, I was determined to stay awake for as long as possible. I was too scared that I would leave, and something drastic would go wrong.  
 
    “No,” the jade-haired warrior argued. “I am putting my foot down, my king. You are no good to anyone if you are half asleep at your post. In fact, I believe that would cause more problems.”  
 
    “You haven’t rested, though,” I pointed out to her.  
 
    “I do not have purple circles under my eyes.” She quirked a green eyebrow up at me and smirked.  
 
    “Fine,” I sighed and gave in. “But if anything happens, anything at all, you wake me up right away, even if I’m in the middle of a R.E.M. cycle, got it?”  
 
    “Absolutely.” She nodded seriously. “This R.E.M. cycle will not thwart me from waking you.” 
 
    “That’s … ahh, nevermind,” I snickered and then reluctantly went below deck.  
 
    Mira was right, though. I was just as exhausted as the crew of deer women, even though I wasn’t the one manning the sails and tying off ropes. The anxious energy I’d held the entire day as I tried to help the women get used to sailing on the actual ocean had finally caught up with me, and I needed to rest my eyes for just a little bit.  
 
    There were two private cabins below decks. We had set one up for the deer women to sleep in, with mattresses scattered over the floor, and the second was a captain’s cabin.  
 
    I peeked into the first one and saw the mattresses were all filled with sleeping figures. I was just about to turn and look in the other room when a soft voice whispered my name.  
 
    “Ben,” Jemma called out.  
 
    I turned back and squinted into the pitch black of the room.  
 
    Thanks to my dragon vision, I was able to pick out her auburn hair and chartreuse eyes in the dark room. She laid on a mattress in the upper right corner of the room and waved for me to come over.  
 
    Carefully, I stepped between mattresses and over sleeping forms as I made my way to her. Then I laid down and stretched out as the deer woman made room for me, and Jemma snuggled into my side and placed her mouth just below my ear, so we could talk quietly and not disturb anyone.  
 
    “How is your first day as captain?” she asked.  
 
    “Perfect,” I murmured. “How’s your first day as an ocean adventurer?”  
 
    “Better than perfect,” she giggled. “I love being on this beautiful blue ocean, and I love being with you.” 
 
    Her dainty hand traced patterns over my chest, and I could feel the warmth of her fingertips through the soft material of my shirt.  
 
    “I think this journey is going to be smooth sailing,” I told her. “And it’s perfect practice for when I head out with the ship to explore the other islands.”  
 
    “How many are there?” she asked.  
 
    “A lot,” I replied. “I found a map in an orc rowboat a while ago. There are so many people who need my help.”  
 
    “I want to help them, too,” she whispered. “I want to defeat the invaders on every island possible, and travel with you as Mira does. Would you like that?”  
 
    “I would love that,” I told her, and I smiled into her soft, wavy auburn hair.  
 
    “Good,” she said.  
 
    Her voice had grown heavy with sleep, and after a few moments, her hand stopped drawing patterns on my chest, and her breathing evened out.  
 
    I stared up at the dark ceiling and imagined the adventures the three of us would have as I drifted off to sleep. I’d build up a crew of gorgeous women who would explore the world with me, and it would be amazing.  
 
    My dreams were filled with the other islands and what it would be like when I arrived on them. My daughter, Marella, had told me of the woman with long, long, long legs and lightning blue eyes, and she’d been absolutely right. I was almost certain Marella had seen Ainsley in her vision. I knew I didn’t have the power of foresight my daughter did, but I still dreamt of all sorts of different women, with beautiful curves and magnetic eyes that looked straight out of a fairytale.  
 
    I was just in the midst of discovering a totally new island with women who had eyes like tigers and long tails that grew out of their asses when a frantic voice woke me from my sleep.  
 
    “Ben! Ben, wake up!”  
 
    Slowly, my eyes opened to find I was not with the tiger women, but instead, in the lower level of the orc ship.  
 
    Jemma was no longer curled up by my side, and my fingers searched clumsily for her in the dark as I tried to wake up. I was still in that hazy state between waking and sleep, though, when a hand gripped my shoulder firmly and started to shake my body with vigor.  
 
    “Ben, please, wake up!”  
 
    The voice belonged to Ainsley, and the fear in her tone shot through me like a lightning bolt.  
 
    Instantly, I was so awake, it was as if someone had dumped a bucket of ice water over my head. I shot up from the mattress with the speed of a puma, and I went from a flat position to standing so fast, it was like a blur.  
 
    “What is it?” I demanded as I turned toward Ainsley.  
 
    Her electric blue eyes were wide with fear, and she held both her hands over her stomach protectively.  
 
    That was enough to send a shiver of fear through me. Ainsley wasn’t normally one to hold her stomach that way. She touched it often, but it never looked like she was afraid something might hurt her baby.  
 
    “Up top,” she managed to croak out.  
 
    “Stay here,” I ordered.  
 
    I took the creaky wooden steps two at a time and raced up to the top deck.  
 
    The moment my feet hit the last step, I was blasted to the side by a gust of impossibly strong wind. I slammed into the wood wall that lined the stairs, and a jolt of pain shot through my shoulder. As I pushed away from the wall, I fought the strong blasts of wind to turn and face Mira, who stood at the wheel and fought as she tried to keep the boat safe.  
 
    “Mira!” I yelled. Wind blasted me backward with every step I took, but I fought it as I focused on the scene before me.  
 
    The women were still on the mast, but they now clung to the wood for dear life as they tried not to fall off, or be blown into the ocean by the impossibly strong gusts of wind.  
 
    The sails were plumped out and round with the force of the gusts, and the ship sailed wonkily forward, pushed too far, too fast by the strong wind. I couldn’t fully tell, but my gut told me we’d been blown off course.  
 
    The sky above us was still clear, but I managed to glance down to the ocean and saw it roiled angrily below us. Waves slapped against the wooden hull, white and foamy at the top, and every once in a while, they threatened to splash over the deck and soak us all.  
 
    “Mira!” I yelled again, as loud as I possibly could, so the wind couldn’t carry my words completely away.  
 
    The jade-haired warrior heard me, and she snapped her head around to look me right in the eyes.  
 
    She tried to yell something, but the sound was carried away on the tempests of the wind. I shook my head and pointed at my ear, Han Solo in the Death Star Style. Mira nodded her head and tried again to yell even louder. Just as she did, the wind picked up, and I heard nothing. I squinted and tried to read her lips, but I was too far away and not the best lip reader.  
 
    Finally, Mira gave up and just pointed off the port side of the ship.  
 
    I turned around to follow her finger, and what I saw made my heart stop.  
 
    The angriest, darkest storm I’d ever seen in my life was brewing up about a half a mile away from us. It even looked meaner than the storm that sent me to this world. Lightning cracked through dark clouds and smacked the dark navy waters of the ocean below, and I assumed the rain and even stronger winds pelted it as well.  
 
    My stomach tightened into a ball as I remembered how difficult it had been to deal with the storms on the dragonkin island. And with those, we hadn’t been on a giant wooden ship in the middle of the ocean. We’d been safely tucked away behind the stone walls of a massive castle.  
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed as I watched the storm brew and shift. “We have to get away from this.”  
 
    The words were barely out of my mouth before I blinked, and the storm shifted even closer.  
 
    What had seemed to be a stationary storm half a mile away was now a moving, rollicking hurricane three eights of a mile away.  
 
    It was coming for us.  
 
    And there was no way to outrun it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    I sucked in a breath and gave myself two seconds to feel the terror. Then I whirled around and dashed for Mira on the upper deck.  
 
    “That storm’s coming for us,” I told her grimly. “And there’s no way in hell we’re going to be able to outrun it with the wind like this.”  
 
    “What do we do?” she demanded. The jade haired warrior attempted to keep her tone level and strong, but I could hear the hint of fear in it.  
 
    I hated that. Mira was never afraid of anything, but this storm had clearly gotten to her.  
 
    It had gotten to me, too, but I wouldn’t let her know it.  
 
    I was reminded again, as wind slapped my naked skin and the dark storm clouds let loose a clap of thunder, of the storm that had gotten me to this world. The one that had capsized my boat as I tried to save that family from certain death.  
 
    The storm I was supposed to die in, if it hadn’t been for Jonas.  
 
    Death by this storm would almost be poetic, but there was no way in hell I’d let that happen. Especially not when my death meant the death of all the women I loved as well.  
 
    “Keep calm,” I told Mira. “We need to be the relaxed ones in this, or else everyone is going to lose their heads. And that is the absolute last thing we need for them to do.”  
 
    “Right.” She nodded.  
 
    “Take the helm,” I instructed her. “Try to keep us as straight as possible. Don’t try to steer or drive us anywhere. Just keep it straight as best you can.”  
 
    “What can we do to help?” Jemma asked as she and Theora rushed up to the top deck with Mira and me.  
 
    “Is Ainsley still below deck?” I demanded.  
 
    “She is unhappy about it, but she is staying.” Theora nodded.  
 
    “Good,” I said. “Theora, help Mira keep the ship straight. Jemma, you and I need to help the others get the sails up. Tie them as tightly as you can. We can’t let the wind rip them to bits, and we don’t want it to take us any further without a fight. Got it?”  
 
    “Yes.” The auburn haired woman nodded vigorously.  
 
    Without a moment to lose, Jemma and I dashed for the ladders on the masts. She took the first, and I took the second.  
 
    Quickly, I climbed to where Thornen clung to the left side of the mast. Her arms were wrapped around the wood as the wind whipped her gray hair back and forth. The ends snapped her face and eyes, but she paid it no mind as she held on for dear life.  
 
    “Let me help you,” I yelled over the wind.  
 
    The older healer looked back, and I could see absolute terror in her slate gray eyes. Thornen glanced down at my hand, then back at where her own arms were wrapped around the mast.  
 
    Slowly, she shifted back and started to sit up, and the moment she was upright, I grabbed onto her body. Then the older woman clung to me in abject fear.  
 
    “Hold onto my back,” I ordered her.  
 
    Thornen did as I asked and managed to slip around and grab me the way a child grabs her father for a fun ride, and then I shimmied back down the wood until my feet found the first rung of the ladder.  
 
    Slowly and carefully, I climbed down with Thornen on my back. I made sure not to go too fast and knock my balance off, because I knew if I did, the wind would topple me, and both Thornen and I would crash down onto the deck.  
 
    As soon as the healer was safely on the flat wood of the upper deck, I ordered her to start tying down any loose ropes she could find.  
 
    “Tell the others to make sure everything is secure,” I instructed. “If we lose anything in this storm, it’ll be a big problem.”  
 
    Thornen nodded and grabbed onto the rail of the ship as she started to make her way back down the deck.  
 
    I looked up to check on Jemma and make sure she was alright. The auburn-haired woman had followed my lead, and one of the women who had manned the mast clung to her back as she carefully climbed down the ladder.  
 
    Comforted that Jemma was fine, I turned back to check on the progress of the storm.  
 
    It was even closer. Now, I guessed it was about a quarter of a mile away from us, and every second, the distance grew smaller and smaller.  
 
    “Shit,” I murmured.  
 
    I quickly spun around, dashed back to the mast as fast as I could, and crawled up to where Brenna sat. The brunette had wrapped herself around the main pole, with her arms and legs crossed over each other as tightly as they would go, and her eyes were squeezed shut against the sting of the wind.  
 
    “Brenna, let me help you,” I yelled out.  
 
    She opened her soft blue eyes and looked at me fearfully.  
 
    “I cannot,” she cried. “I need to stay here.”  
 
    “No, you need to get to the deck,” I told her. “If you stay up here, you’ll get blown away into the ocean. I’ll help you. You’ll be safe with me.”  
 
    “I cannot move,” she replied again and shook her head vigorously. “I am too afraid.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” I reassured her. “It’s alright to be scared, but you can’t let the fear stop you. Not doing something because you’re afraid is worse than anything else.”  
 
    I wanted to tell her how dangerous it could be, too, but I had a feeling those wouldn’t be quite the right words to say in this situation.  
 
    My words sank in as the wind pounded us even harder and the first few droplets of icy rain stung my skin.  
 
    Brenna glanced behind me, to where the dark storm brewed and threatened to sweep her up into its windy grip, and finally, she nodded.  
 
    “Okay,” she said. It was so quiet, I didn’t hear it, but I could tell what she’d said from the trusting expression in her eyes.  
 
    So, I carefully peeled her lithe, taut body away from the pole and swung her around to my back with my right arm. She clung to me, just as Thornen had, and buried her face into my neck, and I could feel how icy cold her skin was as she pressed her cheek into my nape.  
 
    I climbed down the ladder again, and I was overly aware of Brenna’s every breath as the fearful deer woman hid her face from the storm.  
 
    The moment I made it to the deck, her hands seemed to release me of their own accord, and she fell to the safety of the flat wood.  
 
    “Go below deck,” I told her. “You’ll be safe there.”  
 
    The brunette nodded and scampered off.  
 
    Again, I lifted my head to check on Jemma, who had picked up the second deer woman and made her way down the ladder as the rain picked up.  
 
    The storm was nearly upon us. I knew we only had a few minutes, and I was just about to turn back to the sails and go raise them when I caught Jemma out of the corner of my eye.  
 
    The auburn-haired woman went to put her foot on the next rung, but the wood had become slick with rain. She lost her hold just as she shifted her weight downward, and her entire body started to fall backward. The deer woman on her back, Lanae, screamed as they started to fall from fifteen feet up, but she still clung to Jemma’s back for dear life.  
 
    With a fierce cry, I sprinted to try and get below them. The slippery deck actually worked in my favor, and I slid into position just before Jemma and the other woman would actually hit the deck. Instead, their bodies crashed down into mine and took us all down.  
 
    But I broke their fall, and I heard nothing worse than the thump of three bodies as we hit the wood.  
 
    Quickly, Jemma scrambled to a standing position.  
 
    “I am so sorry!” she gasped, and her chartreuse eyes were terrified. “Ben, are you alright?”  
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured her as I helped Lanae up.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Jemma asked Lanae. 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” The silver-haired woman nodded. “What else can I help with?”  
 
    I glanced up at Mira and Theora, who struggled to keep the wheel straight on their own.  
 
    “Go help Mira and Theora keep the wheel still,” I told her. “Jemma, we have to get those sails up before the storm hits.”  
 
    “I think it may be too late for that,” the deer woman replied ominously as she looked behind me.  
 
    I turned to follow her eye line, but barely got the chance to see anything.  
 
    The storm was upon us. Dark clouds rolled over us, and the rain became so icy and hard, it was almost like hail. Lightning cracked just off the side of the boat, and an enormous, white capped wave crashed over the side and soaked the deck.  
 
    “Fuck, we need to move,” I yelled.  
 
    Jemma and I dashed for our respective sails as fast as we could while deer women surged onto the deck to help. Nima and Sarayah climbed the mast after me while the deer women below secured ropes and tied everything down so the wind didn’t take away any vital pieces of equipment. 
 
    It was going to be close.  
 
    “Everybody hold on!” I yelled, even though I knew no one could hear me from so high up.  
 
    Nima, Sarayah, and I worked to yank the sails up. The two of them took the jib, while I grabbed the rope attached to the main sail and pulled. It came up about an inch before an impressive gust smacked it straight on, and the sail snapped taut once more.  
 
    “Shit,” I gasped.  
 
    I crouched down and shifted my plan of attack. As wind and rain pelted me, I grabbed a fistful of the sail and started to haul it up manually.  
 
    Below, ocean water sprayed across the deck, and the women slipped on the slick surface as they rushed back and forth. Ropes were tied one minute, and free the next, and the women moved as fast as they could as they tied and retied the same ropes over and over again.  
 
    I growled and groaned while I yanked the thick fabric of the sail up, and little by little, it rose. The wind and rain were strong, but I knew in my gut that my crew and I were stronger. Lightning lit up the sky, and thunder cracked as we all worked to keep our ship steady and secure the best we could.  
 
    Finally, the entire mainsail was up, and the middle chunk of it was in my hands. I had absolutely not rolled it up properly at all, but I didn’t care right now. It was far more important to tie it to the mast as tightly as I possibly could, so it didn’t snap free and send us farther off course.  
 
    As soon as that was done, I glanced over to make sure Theora and Sarayah had done theirs as well.  
 
    When I saw the jib was up tight, I motioned for them to climb down the ladder before me. Only when they were on it, and I wasn’t afraid the wind would try to carry them from the mast, did I start to climb down.  
 
    As we climbed, a bolt of lightning struck the sea just feet away from our ship, and a few screams rose up as electricity rocketed through us. The hairs on my neck stood on end, and as hot steam blew across the ship, I realized with a start that the gunpowder kegs were still out on the deck and were prime targets for the lightning. One bolt was all it would take to send half this ship up in flames. 
 
    “We need to get the gunpowder below deck!” I shouted.  
 
    Jemma and Theora appeared at my sides, and the ship rocked side to side and rain roared down around us.  
 
    We rolled the barrels of gunpowder, one at a time, across the deck and managed to get them down into the ship’s hold before another bolt could strike.  
 
    When we got topside again, it was almost impossible to walk on the deck now that we were in the middle of the storm. The ship tilted and rolled with the ocean, which would have been hard enough if the rain didn’t add in the slippery factor. All of that combined meant we all fell to our knees every few seconds, and then had to work to get back up again.  
 
    The storm raged over our ship for an hour, but we tied every rope that came loose and kept a close eye on the sails as the wind beat against them. Thankfully, the sails never came loose from where we’d tied them.  
 
    I slammed into more things than I could possibly count, though. My human body would have been battered and bruised, and I would have woken up the next morning in total pain. But my dragon body could handle the beating, even if it wasn’t fun, and I knew I wouldn’t have bruises, which I was grateful for.  
 
    When the wind finally let up just a little bit, and the rain started to dissipate, the entire ship breathed a collective sigh of relief. Fifteen minutes later, we’d escaped the storm as it moved beyond us and continued to beat down on another section of the ocean.  
 
    “Is everyone okay?” I called out as I scanned the women.  
 
    Mira hung off the steering wheel, exhausted from all the work she’d done.  
 
    I was met with weak nods and a few “yes”es, but nothing more.  
 
    Everyone looked perfectly fine, if extremely exhausted. No one had been injured in the storm. Once I was sure the crew was alright, I walked around the entire deck to check on the ship. It seemed mostly undamaged, apart from a few loose boards and some holes where the wind had been particularly strong. Other than that, the storm had done nothing more than exhaust the hell out of us and cause our stress levels to rise way past a dad’s on his daughter’s first date night.  
 
    Another obstacle had been thrown in our path, and we’d dealt with it.  
 
    “That was some storm,” Mira sighed as she came down to join me on my inspection. “It was far worse than the one we encountered on our way here.”  
 
    “It was.” I nodded. “Thankfully, no one was hurt.”  
 
    “This is good,” she replied. “But I am afraid it may have blown us a ways off course.”  
 
    “Damn,” I breathed as I turned around and stared out over the crystal blue ocean. The storm had moved far away from us now, but Mira was right. The dragonkin island, which had been visible in the distance before the storm, was nowhere to be seen. In fact, I couldn’t see any islands from where we were at that moment. It seemed the storm had managed to take us away from the scattered islands I knew from the orc map and out into the ocean.  
 
    “I am not sure which way we need to go now,” the warrior murmured next to me.  
 
    I thought about the direction we’d headed before. The dragonkin island was northwest of the deer women’s island. I didn’t have the best inner compass, but I glanced up toward the sun, high in the afternoon sky. From its angle, I could figure out which way was west, and from there, where we needed to go.  
 
    “That direction,” I told her as I pointed off the starboard side. “Let’s get the sails unfurled, and I’ll try and point the ship that way.”  
 
    Now that the storm had passed, with its impossibly strong winds, there was, of course, only a slight breeze to help us along. It was definitely preferable to the immense danger the strong storm winds posed, but it wasn’t all that helpful in actually getting us to where we needed to be.  
 
    Mira, Sarayah, Theora, and Jemma went to unfurl the sails, while the rest of the women walked around the deck and made sure everything was in order for us to sail once more.  
 
    Meanwhile, I climbed up to the steering wheel and turned it gently.  
 
    Slowly, over the course of about ten minutes, the ship turned northwest. I kept myself alert and watched the storm at our back to make sure it didn’t suddenly shift directions and try to take us out again. Storms on earth had been unpredictable, but the ones in this world seemed far worse, almost like they had a mind of their own.  
 
    When we’d finally gotten ourselves pointed in the right direction and I could feel the ship as it moved across the now smooth waters, I finally took a breath and started to relax.  
 
    “You all need to get some sleep,” I ordered Mira and the other women. “The few of us who are awake can handle the ship for now. That was some good sailing, you guys.”  
 
    The women all grinned weakly at me as they made their way below decks, where I was sure they would pass out as soon as their heads hit the mattress.  
 
    Ainsley, Thornen, Brenna, and the few other women who had ridden out the storm below decks came up then, ready to help me man the ship for the moment.  
 
    “That was terrifying,” Ainsley breathed as she ran up and wrapped me in a hug. “You were so brave, Ben! I am so proud of you.”  
 
    “Thanks.” I smiled and kissed her gently, and then I bent down to the little compartment below the wheel, where Mira had stored a few strips of dried tarrel meat. “Here, have some dried meat.”  
 
    Ainsley bit into the tarrel jerky hungrily, and I watched her chew in satisfaction for a moment before I turned back to the open ocean.  
 
    For the next day, our ride was smooth and uneventful. Normally, I longed for adventure, but in this case, I was perfectly content to have a smooth, easy ride.  
 
    If I never saw another one of those massive storms in my life, I’d be perfectly content.  
 
    The island still hadn’t come back into view, though, which admittedly made me slightly nervous. I wasn’t completely sure what we would do if we ended up not being able to find it. I had the orc map, but that wouldn’t be much help to us if we didn’t have any landmarks to refer to as we sailed. There was not a single island in view, not even one that wasn’t ours. Somehow, the dark storm had thrown us far away from where we wanted to be, and it had not given us any choice in the matter.  
 
    A few hours later, just as I’d begun to lose hope, a tiny, dark speck appeared along the horizon.  
 
    An island.  
 
    I wasn’t sure which island it was just yet, but I knew it was a landmark. If it wasn’t our home island, we’d be able to at least use it to find our way back.  
 
    A day and a half after our encounter with the massive storm, I stretched out on the upper deck under the bright, warm sun as Mira steered the ship. I looked up at the clear blue sky and watched as the clouds passed over our heads. Earlier this morning, the island had become clear enough that both Mira and I could tell it was the dragonkin island. I’d gotten us back on track after the villainous storm had rolled through, and now, we were close to home. We’d be there soon, and I’d tell my children of the massive adventure their dad and aunt had just been on.  
 
    I watched as a thin, white cloud floated over me. It looked kind of like a breadstick, and for the first time in a while, I found I missed some of the food I’d enjoyed back on Earth. When I was in the right mood, I could absolutely murder three basket fulls of the bottomless breadsticks at my local Olive Garden.  
 
    I’d trade all the breadstick baskets in the world, though, for the life I lived now. I was surrounded by strong, resilient, beautiful women, with an adventurous future ahead of me, like a real life video game.  
 
    Breadsticks didn’t hold a candle to that.  
 
    The sun finally warmed me enough that I was ready to move, so I rolled onto my side and stood up. Then I strolled over to Mira and wrapped an arm around her waist.  
 
    “How are you doing?” I asked.  
 
    The warrior looked beautiful on the ship. Her gold eyes held an intensity I’d never seen before as she grasped the wheel and stared out across the ocean, ready to yell out any danger she saw. The sun glinted off her jade green hair and made it seem even brighter and shinier than it normally did, and the light that fell on her pierced ear made the jewelry glimmer.  
 
    “Perfectly fine.” She grinned at me. “I think I was made for the ocean.”  
 
    “I think so, too,” I chuckled. “I’m glad you’ve taken to it so quickly. That’s why you’re my second in command.”  
 
    “That is the only reason?” She quirked a dark green eyebrow at me.  
 
    “One of the many,” I corrected with a smirk.  
 
    I pinched her ass gently, which elicited a surprised yelp, before I turned and walked down the deck to check on the rest of the women.  
 
    Jemma was at the railing at the starboard side, and she leaned against it and gazed out over the pristine waters. The expression on her face was calm and meditative, and she only tore her gaze away to glance up at me when I touched her shoulder.  
 
    “The ocean is beautiful, Ben,” she sighed with a warm smile. “I am so glad we all decided to come. I cannot imagine what it would be like to miss this.”  
 
    “I’m glad, too,” I replied. “Though I have to say, if you had told me you didn’t want to come, I would have been extra disappointed.”  
 
    A blush crawled over her cheeks, and she pressed her head to my shoulder. A second later, though, she sprang up straight and pointed toward the water as her eyes went wide.  
 
    “Look!” she gasped.  
 
    I looked down to where she pointed, and my own eyes went wide.  
 
    Some sort of whale had come up alongside the ship, and it swam right next to us. The thing was massive, like Moby Dick, but with bright purple flesh and a trail of spikes down its back. As I watched, the enormous whale flipped over, and we could see its soft, striped underbelly for a second before it flipped back over and sprayed a spout of water straight into the air.  
 
    “Oh, my goodness!” Jemma exclaimed.  
 
    Her cry brought a crowd over, and soon the whale had its own audience as the deer women watched it swim beside us. It had a massive, split tail fin, and, as if the creature wanted to cater to its audience, it brought the fin up and out of the water before it smacked it down, hard. A wave of water crashed up from under the whale’s tail and soaked us all, but the deer women didn’t care. They stood there as water dripped from their faces and clothes, and they watched as the whale swam peacefully. 
 
    After a little while, the animal grew tired of entertaining us, and it dove down into the murky depths of the ocean.  
 
    “That was amazing!” Jemma jumped and clapped her hands together. “The ocean is my favorite place. It is full of such wonderful creatures.”  
 
    “It’s full of some dangerous ones, too,” I warned her as I remembered the squid Mira and I had encountered on our journey to Jemma’s island. I knew the squid likely wasn’t the only monster in the dark waters. Mira said the dragonkin people’s old stories basically told us such, but I didn’t want to say that to Jemma just then. The auburn-haired deer woman was too happy and excited for me to ruin it with tales of terrifying sea monsters.  
 
    “I want to see more creatures,” Jemma announced and turned back to the ocean, almost as if she hadn’t heard me. I knew she had, of course, but I also knew the auburn-haired woman well enough to know she liked to focus on the positive things over the negatives. Jemma wanted the ocean to be a safe and happy place full of wonderful creatures, even though she knew it wasn’t.  
 
    We all watched the waters below for a few hours as we waited to see more creatures. We saw a lot of brightly colored, tropical fish, and they were a mixture of bright orange, blue, and purple colors. Most of them swam in schools and were tiny, but there were a few round, fat fish that swam along, too. They floated to the surface, where we could all see their dark blue, almost navy scales, and then they dove right back down again.  
 
    The coolest creature we saw, though, was one that looked like a cross between a dolphin and a bird. It had the long nose and dorsal fin I associated with dolphins, though the creature was a hot pink color, but on its sides were two fins that looked like thin wings. As we watched, the dolphin-bird leapt from the water, as a dolphin does, but it flapped its wings as hard as it possibly could to help it catch some air and stay up as long as possible.  
 
    I watched, wide eyed, as the creature did this multiple times. It elicited gasps and cries of joy from all the deer women, and it even got a smile out of me.  
 
    Then, on its last jump, just before it landed back in the water, the dolphin-bird turned its head toward us and let out a massive caw. The sound was so loud, it rivaled the call of an eagle.  
 
    “Oh, my Goddess!” Jemma gasped, and then she turned to me with a smile. “Ben, that sounded like a bird! Do you know what that is?”  
 
    “No idea.” I shook my head. “But it’s pretty damn cool.”  
 
    We watched a little while longer in search of more magical creatures. I was curious what else we would see, and how much it would or would not remind me of home. It fascinated me that some of the creatures seemed so normal, and others were similar to ones I knew, but with strange little differences.  
 
    “My king,” Mira called out to me and interrupted our watch party. “I believe you may want to see this.”  
 
    Immediately, I hurried up the steps to where she stood. The last time I’d been roused from my rest to see something, there had been a massive storm not too far from our ship.  
 
    That wasn’t the problem today, though. Instead, we had a different kind of villain on our hands. 
 
    About a mile and a half away from us, a smaller vessel was on the ocean. It was made of a dark wood, and from what I could see from this far out, it had two cannons on it.  
 
    “As far as we know, the orcs are the only ones who have ships, right?” I asked Mira.  
 
    “We’ve never had another species try to invade the island,” she replied with a frown. “Jonas would know the answer to that question, though. What do you think?”  
 
    “I think we wait it out,” I replied. “It looks like we’re on course to run into each other. If we get closer and confirm the ship is full of orcs, I say we blast them out of the water and put those cannons to good use.”  
 
    “And if they are not orcs?” she asked. “What if the ship belongs to another kind of people?”  
 
    I glanced at the little black ship again, and I squinted hard as I tried to make out whether or not the ship was full of orcs, or another kind of people. I had to admit, it would be nice if we could meet a friendly species with the technology and supplies to build their own boats. I could have a fleet of vessels at my disposal.  
 
    But then again, my gut told me this wasn’t the case. I had a feeling that if there was another island whose inhabitants could build boats like that, the dragonkin women or the deer people would have encountered them. After all, they’d both encountered the orcs.  
 
    “If they’re not orcs, we’ll see if they want to be friends,” I answered her question. “But I highly doubt they’re friendly faces.”  
 
    “As do I,” Mira sighed.  
 
    I could tell she had the same thought process I did. It would absolutely be nice to make another ally with that kind of ocean power, but I planned to reserve judgment until I could get a better look at them.  
 
    I looked out across the ocean at the dark ship that sailed closer and closer to us, and I inwardly readied myself. The orcs would probably think we were one of them until they got close enough to see us.  
 
    And then, we’d probably have an ocean battle on our hands.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    We waited and watched over the next hour as we drew closer and closer to the ship. About fifteen minutes in, we noticed the ship had turned toward us completely, and it started to make an obvious effort to meet up with us.  
 
    At that point, my gut said it was an orc ship for sure. They’d likely seen our ship, realized it was one of their own, and assumed the ship was still full of orcs. 
 
    Dumbasses.  
 
    I couldn’t wait until they got close enough to realize there was not a single orc on the ship.  
 
    And sure enough, when they did get close enough, I could tell the ship was manned by a crew of orcs. It was a smaller vessel, maybe seventy feet in length compared to our hundred and fifty, and there were about thirty meaty, sweaty, and densely packed orcs aboard.  
 
    “We are going to use the cannons!” I shouted.  
 
    The orc who was at the bow of the ship and acted as the lookout started to yell something to his own crew as well, and I was sure they’d realized we weren’t exactly friendly faces.  
 
    “Ben, how do we load the cannons?” Sarayah demanded.  
 
    “Shit.” I realized we’d never actually gotten to the lesson on cannons I’d promised them. I’d never even loaded one in my life, but it probably would have been helpful for all of us to have done a test run before we got onto the ocean. Of course, I hadn’t exactly expected to run into another orc ship.  
 
    “Here,” I said to the woman as I started for the cannon, but I kept one eye on the orc vessel to see if they loaded their own.  
 
    To my absolute surprise, though, they didn’t start to load their cannons. Instead, the orc ship was a flurry of activity as they maneuvered their sails around for a moment.  
 
    And then the ship started to turn away from us.  
 
    “Oh, hell, no!” I yelled aloud.  
 
    They wanted to run away from this fight. The orcs must have noticed we were bigger and stronger than them. Plus, it wasn’t too hard to deduce my crew and I must have gotten the ship from somewhere. There was no way we’d found it abandoned, and even though the orcs only had half a brain split between the lot of them, I knew even the stupidest one in the bunch would guess we’d killed plenty of orcs to get our shiny new ship. 
 
    They knew we were ocean predators.  
 
    “Should we follow them?” Mira shouted down at me.  
 
    “Absolutely!” I hollered back. “We will not let them get away from us.”  
 
    We were too close to the dragon women’s island for my liking, and I wouldn’t let my family and children be in harm’s way.  
 
    So, I leapt up onto the main mast and unfurled the sails from where they’d been at half mast. The gentle breeze had been enough to push us calmly along before, but now we needed far more than a gentle breeze and a soft push.  
 
    So, I snapped the sail all the way down and tied it as taut as possible. The breeze beat against it, and I felt the ship pick up speed.  
 
    Then I whirled around and eyed the smaller orc vessel. We were the bigger ship with the bigger sails, so I was confident we could catch up to these orc bastards.  
 
    Plus, we had the massive cannons.  
 
    “Mira!” I shouted at the warrior. “Catch up to them and pull up abreast of their ship. We’re going to blow these assholes to pieces.” 
 
    “Yes, my king!” Mira bellowed back. All the sails were unfurled now, and the warrior had a look of determination as she steered the ship forward and aimed directly for the smaller orc vessel. 
 
    “Theora, Jemma, help me with this!” I yelled as I climbed back down the mast. “I’m going to need you to help aim. Swing the barrel around and point it straight at that ship.”  
 
    “Yes, Ben.” Jemma nodded, and she and Theora pushed the cannon together and aimed it exactly where I told them to. 
 
    With that taken care of, I rushed below deck and dragged one of the gunpowder barrels back up to where the cannons sat, and inside was a metal shovel on top of shiny black powder.  
 
    I’d never been this close to so much explosive material before, but I shoved the nerves down deep inside of my stomach and grabbed the shovel. 
 
    I needed to do everything I could to make these assholes pay, and a cannonball up there asshole was a really good method.  
 
    I started to pack gunpowder into the base of the cannon where the barrel met the fuse. I wasn’t completely sure how much to use, so I put three shovel’s worth in, just to be safe.  
 
    When I was satisfied it would be enough to cause an explosion, I picked up one of the dense metal cannon balls, which weighed about six pounds, and as I lifted, I spared a glance toward the smaller orc ship. 
 
    Mira sailed with the skill of someone who’d been on the sea for years instead of a couple days, and we’d almost pulled up alongside the smaller orc vessel. The orcs on board squealed and ran about as they tried to get their own cannons ready, but even if they could, ours was much bigger than theirs.  
 
    They didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not so fun to try and run for your lives, is it, you bastards!” I shouted over the ocean. I didn’t know if they could hear me, and I didn’t really care. It was satisfying just to know we were about to give them a taste of their own medicine. Any and all orcs were fair game to me, and I wanted to make them feel just a fraction of the fear they instilled in other people as they hopped from island to island, killing and taking what wasn’t theirs.  
 
    I lobbed the cannon in the front of the barrel, heard it slide on top of the gunpowder with a satisfying zing, and shoved in a wad of cloth in so the ball didn’t slide out as we aimed. Then I stepped back proudly for just a moment before I caught the expression on Jemma’s and Theora’s faces.  
 
    “How do we fire it?” Jemma asked with a furrowed brow.  
 
    I looked down at the cannon and searched for the hammer, and when I found it, I looked over at Jemma and Theora.  
 
    “You guys are going to want to step back,” I warned.  
 
    They both took a few nervous steps back and stared at each other out of the corners of their eyes as I readied myself to fire the cannon. I knew the kickback would be a hell of a lot harder than that of a normal gun, so I bent my knees and found some sort of solid ground as I got ready.  
 
    The cannons on this ship didn’t use a fuse, which was good news, since it would have been a hell of a task to try and get a spark going right in that moment. Instead, the canon had a gunlock method, where we’d pour gunpowder into the cartridge, then yank back a string, which released the hammer and created a spark.  
 
    I glanced down the barrel one more time to make sure it was aimed at the right place. When I saw the smaller orc ship was even with the mouth of the barrel, I wrapped my hand around the line, and then I yanked it back with all of my might.  
 
    The explosion that followed rattled my brain and nearly busted my eardrums. Ringing echoed through my head, and it took me a second to regain my focus. I eagerly looked in the direction the cannonball had gone, and I hoped it would hit the ship and take them out all in one go.  
 
    We weren’t quite so lucky, though.  
 
    The cannon barrel was shorter than I’d expected, and the projectile fell short. The cannonball plopped into the water just feet away from the orcs, and it caused a small wave of sea water to flood their ship.  
 
    “We need to get closer!” I shouted to anyone who would listen.  
 
    I spun around and tried to figure out how to speed up our ship and get us even closer to the orcs. I didn’t want to risk wasting cannonballs until I knew we were in range of the ship.  
 
    “How’s this?” Mira hollered as the warrior tipped the boat and brought us even closer to the orc ships.  
 
    “Good job, Mira!” I encouraged the warrior as she steered us straight on with a determined look on her face. “Theora and Jemma, can you guys fire the other cannon yourselves?”  
 
    “Yes!” Theora nodded, and then she and Jemma took off as I started to load my cannon again.  
 
    I grabbed the swab that was hooked on the back and quickly shoved it down the barrel to clean out the burnt residue and gunpowder.  
 
    The orcs watched in horror as we reloaded our cannons, and they started to try to load their own weapons.  
 
    But fear made them fumble, and I got mine loaded first.  
 
    I gripped the line with my right hand as I aimed the barrel of the cannon right at the center of their ship. It looked to me like their captain was the one behind the wheel, and I wanted to take him out first.  
 
    I sucked in a breath, and then yanked the line back. The hammer fell and sparked the gunpowder, and another massive explosion wracked my body.  
 
    This time, though, I was ready for it. I stayed completely upright and watched gleefully as my cannonball zoomed through the air and smashed into the center of the orc ship, right where the captain had stood.  
 
    “Yes!” I hollered. “Take that, you idiots!”  
 
    Seconds later, another ball exploded from the cannon Jemma and Sarayah were stationed at. It slammed into the side of the orc vessel and caused a massive explosion, and debris and guts flew into the ocean like an explosive projectile vomit.  
 
    “Yes!” I pumped my fist into the air.  
 
    Now, the entire crew of deer women had come up onto the deck, and they were ready to watch the orcs and their ship sink to the bottom of the sea. Theora and Nima’s bows and arrows were slung over their shoulders, and they looked prepared to take out any orcs individually.  
 
    I spun back around, cleaned, and packed my cannon for a third time. Both cannonballs caused significant damage to the orc ship. The upper deck, steering wheel, and captain had been completely taken out, and the bow of the ship had been destroyed by the cannonball the Jemma and Sarayah fired.  
 
    As soon as my cannon was loaded, I didn’t even hesitate. I just grabbed the line, aimed right at the center of the ship, and yanked.  
 
    An explosion of wood and orc guts bloomed out where my cannonball hit, and the pieces splashed into the water like a wave of trash and chum.  
 
    The orc vessel was done. It had been hit too many times in vital places. A few orcs jumped ship and landed in the salty ocean, but they had no life raft to hold onto.  
 
    A cheer went up from the deer woman as the vessel sunk down into the ocean. It tipped forward as it slowly descended, and then, when it hit the vacuum, the entire vessel was sucked under and disappeared with a few bubbles and a slurp.  
 
    The three orcs who had managed to make it off the ship before they were sucked into the ocean treaded water as they looked around dumbly. We watched their surprised faces as our ship approached them, and a satisfied grin spread across my face.  
 
    “How the hell did you get one of our ships, you bastard?” one of the orcs shouted as we sailed up next to them.  
 
    “We took out a whole army,” I called down with a smirk. “You assholes better be ready. Because I am coming for you.”  
 
    “You may have stolen our ship, but you will never be any match for our numbers,” a second orc sneered.  
 
    I rolled my eyes and turned away from them to face Theora and Nima, who had their bows ready.  
 
    “Take them out, ladies.” I nodded at them.  
 
    The two deer women grinned as they each nocked an arrow and strolled up to the rail of the ship. They took aim at the orcs, and then fired their arrows straight through their fat, greasy heads.  
 
    Without another word, the orcs stopped treading water as their bodies flipped around in the waves.  
 
    “Good job, everyone,” I said as I turned to my crew. “You guys have had quite the adventure on this ocean. First a storm, and now an orc ship.”  
 
    “Thank you, Ben!” Jemma grinned. “You are such a fearless leader. What would we do without you?”  
 
    “Ben is a hero!” Theora shouted as she threw her hands up into the air.  
 
    The women swarmed me and wrapped me in a cocoon of hugs, kisses, and praise, and I basked in the glory of it all for a moment before I felt a pair of soft lips brush my earlobes.  
 
    “I would like to go below deck and show you my appreciation.” Jemma’s musical voice swept over my eardrums like silk.  
 
    “Oh, yes, please,” I whispered back to her.  
 
    The women stayed above deck and talked about the ship we’d just taken out, while Jemma and I danced below deck to have our own private party.  
 
    Jemma slid the door closed softly and climbed into the bed with me. Then she snuggled into my side and ran her fingers up and down my chest, the way she always did. The movement was just as comforting to me as it was to her.  
 
    I let myself relax into the feeling of her hands on my chest as she stroked me, and I nuzzled my nose into her soft auburn hair.  
 
    “I very much liked how you looked as you fired the cannon,” Jemma murmured with a soft smile. Then she turned and looked into my eyes for a moment before she pressed her soft, luscious lips to mine.  
 
    My dick hardened inside my pants and started to strain against the material as I lost myself in the feeling of Jemma’s lips on mine.  
 
    Her hand trailed down my stomach and into the waistband of my pants, and she gently brushed her fingers all the way up and down my cock.  
 
    Shivers of arousal rolled up my spine as I quickly flipped her over so she was on her back, and I looked deep into those beautiful chartreuse eyes.  
 
    “I want to pleasure you,” I murmured.  
 
    I didn’t even give Jemma a chance to answer, though. I just trailed open mouthed kisses down her neck, over her shirt, and to her stomach, and I pushed the soft, white material of her blouse up as far as I could to expose more of her soft, creamy white skin.  
 
    Jemma helped me and pulled her shirt off completely. Her pert, round breasts were perfect, and the pink nipples stood hard against the chill of the sea air.  
 
    I kneaded her right breast with my hand, and I gently pinched and twisted her nipple so I could watch the pleasure roll over her face.  
 
    “Oh, Ben!” Jemma gasped. Her chartreuse eyes squeezed shut, and she arched her back impossibly far as I gave her breast all the attention she craved.  
 
    I bent my head and sucked on the other one, and I swirled my tongue over every inch of it, over the slight goosebumps and warm skin, as the most erotic string of sounds escaped Jemma’s mouth.  
 
    Slowly, I shifted down her body. My mouth never left her skin, and I kissed and licked the plane of her stomach like it was the most wonderful ice cream cone I’d ever had.  
 
    I hooked my fingers in the waistband of her panties and pushed them all the way to her ankles, so she was completely exposed to me.  
 
    “Ohhh.” The auburn-haired beauty was completely relaxed as she laid there in front of me and waited for whatever move I made next.  
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” I whispered.  
 
    I pushed her legs apart to reveal a glistening pink pussy, which was wet and ready for me, so I dragged one finger over her lips, and I let out a satisfied groan when I came away with a string of her arousal on the tip of my finger.  
 
    I couldn’t bear to tease her any longer, so I dipped my head down and kissed her hard clit gently.  
 
    Jemma’s entire body jumped and seized with pleasure when I did that, and a scream of excitement ripped from her throat.  
 
    “Shh,” I chuckled. “The entire world will hear you.”  
 
    “I do not care,” she mumbled as she stared down at me with hazy eyes. “I want the world to know that you pleasure me this well.”  
 
    I groaned at her words and swiped my tongue from her ass to her clit as a thank you. Then I dipped my tongue in and out of her pussy and swirled it over her clit while my hands worked to hold her hips down and keep her mostly in one place.  
 
    The task proved difficult, though, because nearly every single touch of my tongue sent Jemma into a near seizure.  
 
    Finally, when I could feel her walls tighten and throb with need, I trailed my right hand down from her hips and gently pushed one finger inside of her soft wetness.  
 
    Instantly, Jemma’s walls clamped down around me and tried to suck my hand in completely. She needed to be filled with my cock, but I enjoyed the feel of her pussy on my mouth too much to give in just yet. I sucked her entire clit in between my lips as I added two fingers at once. I pushed them in more roughly now, and I started to pump them in and out of her at a ruthlessly fast pace.  
 
    “Goddess, Ben, more!” Jemma instructed.  
 
    Keeping her hips down was a complete workout for my arm at that point, but I didn’t care. I gently bit my lips down on her clit as I did as she asked, and I slammed my fingers in and out of her slick heat. The sound of her wet pussy filled the air as I pumped her, and I could feel Jemma begin to come undone beneath me.  
 
    So, I turned my hand so my palm faced upward, and I gently searched for the little rough spot inside of her that I knew would drive her wild.  
 
    The moment I found it, a primal scream ripped through Jemma’s throat as her walls convulsed around me, and she came while babbling my name.  
 
    I continued to pump into her slowly as she came down from her high. Her back fell flat against the mattress, and she took a few deep, heavy breaths before she opened her eyes and looked back at me.  
 
    I grinned at her and slipped my fingers out from her slick warmth gently.  
 
    “That was amazing,” she mumbled.  
 
    “It’s not over yet,” I replied with a grin.  
 
    Jemma bit her lip, and her chartreuse eyes flashed with excitement over what was to come. The auburn-haired beauty adjusted herself into a better position, and she spread her legs even wider for me. Then she pulled her full pink bottom lip into her mouth and stared at me in anticipation.  
 
    Slowly, I crawled over her until our mouths met once more. I traced the roof of her mouth with my tongue, and I enjoyed the way she moaned as her body writhed underneath me. One delicate hand reached around to grab my ass, and she gently kneaded the soft skin in between her fingers.  
 
    I reached between my legs to where my hard dick was, and it throbbed with need as I brought it right up to her entrance. Slowly, I pushed just the tip in, and the speed of my movements was more for my benefit as I relished the feel of her warmth around my tip.  
 
    Jemma’s tunnel clenched down around me, and she threw her head back as her legs spread even wider in a silent plea for more.  
 
    I obliged her and pushed all the way inside her warmth.  
 
    “You feel so fucking good,” I groaned into Jemma’s neck, and I lost myself in the feel of her, the way her body molded around me, and how she met each of my movements with one of her own.  
 
    My cock needed more, though. I needed friction. So, I pulled myself out, almost all the way, and then slammed back inside Jemma with no warning. Her body met mine as I drove my cock into her, all the way to the hilt, before I pulled out and repeated it, again and again.  
 
    We fell into a hot and heavy rhythm, and her hips bucked up to meet me every time I slammed into her. I touched every inch of her I possibly could, from her breasts, to her face, to her stomach, as I lost myself in the sweet moments of our love making. 
 
    Well, I supposed this was also baby making.  
 
    I pulled out of her after a moment and flipped her thin body over easily, and Jemma silently shoved her perfect, round ass back toward me to offer herself. Then I reentered her from behind and continued with the fast, steady pace.  
 
    I ran my fingers along her spine and around to her front so I could take her breasts in my hands. I rolled each nipple between my fingers, and Jemma cried out again. Another string of noises left her mouth, and she fell forward with her face flat to the mattress.  
 
    The sound of slapping skin and sticky wetness filled the room for a few more moments before I felt the tightness in my balls. 
 
    “I’m going to cum in you,” I growled through clenched teeth.  
 
    “Yes! Fill me with your seed, Ben!” Jemma cried out.  
 
    “Ohhh, Jemma.” I pulled out one last time, drove all the way inside of her as deep as I could go, and then let out a moan of pleasure as I released.  
 
    Cum erupted out of me and poured into Jemma like a faucet filling a glass, and her walls clenched around me as her pussy drank up every last bit of the creamy white seed.  
 
    “Yessss … Fillllll meeeee.” She prostrated herself even further, as if she wanted to keep it all inside of her as best she could, and I groaned at the sight and pleasure.  
 
    I stayed inside of her as the waves of pleasure rolled over me. My eyes closed on their own, and I let myself relax into the blackness of a blissful orgasm.  
 
    After a few moments, I came to and slipped out of Jemma. The auburn-haired beauty stayed in her position for a few more minutes as she came out of her own post orgasmic state, and when she was ready, she turned over and snuggled under the thin blanket I’d managed to scrounge up.  
 
    “Thank you for your seed, Ben,” she murmured.  
 
    “You are absolutely welcome,” I whispered.  
 
    I slipped under the covers next to her and wrapped an arm around her waist. She snuggled back against me, with her back flush to my torso, and I listened as her breathing became more even instead of the irregular huffs from her sexual workout.  
 
    “Do you believe we will arrive soon?” Jemma asked in a curious tone. 
 
    “Hopefully,” I replied as I stroked a hand absentmindedly through her soft hair. “That storm knocked us pretty far off course, but I am fairly sure we’ve been heading in the right direction. We’ll know soon enough if the island we’ve seen for the last day is ours. If not, I’ll look at the map and figure out where we need to go.”  
 
    “I am so thankful the Goddess led you to us, Ben of the Dragon People,” Jemma murmured as she rolled over to face me and looked me straight in the eyes. “I always wanted to go on an adventure, but I was never sure how to tell my sisters. I was afraid they would think I was crazy or idiotic. But now that you have come along and helped them to see other people are not always so terrifying, I hope they will understand I want to travel more.”  
 
    “What if you’re pregnant?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, I hope I am!” she giggled. 
 
    “Would you still like to travel with the baby?” I laughed.  
 
    “Absolutely!” Jemma nodded. “I want our child to be exposed to many different things, just as you are. I do not want him or her to be afraid, the way most deer people are, of what is out in this world, so yes, I hope I am pregnant.”  
 
    “You’ll know soon enough,” I chuckled. “You’ll have a dream just like Ainsley did.”  
 
    “Yes,” Jemma sighed. “But Ainsley had her dream so easily. I am afraid I will not. You have already filled me with your seed once before, and it did not work.”  
 
    “So, we keep doing this until it does work.” I shrugged. “I don’t know about you, but I find this activity pretty damn enjoyable.”  
 
    “Oh, yes, I would say I like doing this with you more than I like anything else,” Jemma giggled.  
 
    I leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her lips, but before we could go for round two, there was a knock on the cabin door.  
 
    “Yes?” I called out.  
 
    Mira stuck her head in.  
 
    “Ben, I think you may need to come up here,” she said apologetically.  
 
    “We didn’t find our island, huh?” I asked. “Damn it. I guess I’ll just have to take a look at the map.”  
 
    “No, we found it.” Mira shook her head. “We are getting close, and I believe it would be best if we were both up on deck to make sure they can see it is us.”  
 
    “Yeah, I agree.” I yanked my pants and shirt on quickly, and then I followed Mira up the stairs to the upper deck.  
 
    Sure enough, it was our island. I’d know the white, sandy beaches and massive wall anywhere.  
 
    The guard was up at the top of the wall. I could see Sela’s gray-blue head in the center.  
 
    Sela was alone on the wall, though. It seemed all the other dragonkin women had retreated to the castle in case there was a battle they needed to ride out. Of course, with only Sela on the guard, it wouldn’t have been too long of a battle.  
 
    “Sela!” I bellowed as loudly as I could. “It’s us!”  
 
    Dear one, George’s voice suddenly spoke in my head. You are back!  
 
    “Yes,” I replied both out loud and through our link. “Get down to the beach. I can’t wait to see everyone.”  
 
    Mira steered the ship a little ways to the right and into a calmer alcove before she dropped the anchor into the ocean. We were about a quarter of a mile off the shore, far enough that we knew we would be beached when the tide fell, but close enough that the ship was still easy to get to.  
 
    “You all should stay here,” I told the deer women. “Mira and I are going to row ashore and talk to them first.”  
 
    “Be careful,” Ainsley murmured, and her bright blue eyes were worried. “The woman who stands atop the wall seems very tense. I do not want her to accidentally kill you before you have a chance to show her who you are.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said and gave her a tight hug. “Sela has a big bark, but no bite. She won’t hurt us.”  
 
    Mira and I marched over to the ladder and climbed down into one of the rowboats. We released it from the ship, and each of us grabbed a pair of oars to row us ashore.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Mira and I rowed close enough to the shore that we could finally see Sela in detail. 
 
    “Ben!” Sela shouted, and I could see her eyes grow wide. The warrior’s gray-blue hair waved in the wind, and her pale skin seemed to glow under the beautiful sun. 
 
    “Hi!” I called back as we rowed into the shallows. “I’ve been trying to get your attention this entire time. It’s us on that orc ship.”  
 
    “You have an orc ship?” Sela asked, and her blue-eyed gaze darted to the large vessel behind me. “Why? What happened? How did you get it?”  
 
    Her questions came at us rapid fire, and both Mira and I laughed.  
 
    “Let’s get all the women ashore, and then we’ll explain everything, I promise,” I told her.  
 
    Mira and I pulled the rowboat onto the soft sand, and Sela started to climb down from the wall just as a familiar voice spoke in my head again.  
 
    Welcome home, dear ones, George greeted.  
 
    Mira and I turned to each other and grinned. We were finally back with our bonded dragons, and nothing could have been better.  
 
    “It’s good to be back,” I responded out loud and echoed the words through our link. “Get everyone down to the beach, would you? There’s some people I want you guys to meet.”  
 
    Of course, George replied.  
 
    His soft voice was instantly soothing to me, and I couldn’t wait to see my dear friend face to face once more. I wanted to nuzzle his snout and feel his dragon hum echo through the island.  
 
    “Now that I am down on the sand, how about an answer to my question?” Sela asked as she approached Mira and me. “Where in the gods’ names did you find that ship?”  
 
    “We did not just find it,” Mira responded with a cheeky smirk. “We won it in battle. The orcs army tried to defeat us, but there was no chance they would win with Ben in command.”  
 
    Sela turned her attention to me and gave me a single nod, which I knew was the equivalent of a tight hug for the stoic blue haired warrior. Then she turned her gaze back to the ship, where some of the deer women had climbed onto the second rowboat and started to head to the shore.  
 
    “How are the kids?” I asked.  
 
    “Wonderful.” Sela grinned. “Our twins are nearly ready to walk, and Marella and Arrick are growing as fast as Oshun’s weeds. Careen had her baby half a moon cycle ago. A little girl. Her name is Oshuna, after the deity.”  
 
    “I love it,” I laughed, and my heart swelled in my chest.  
 
    I couldn’t wait to meet the newest member of my family.  
 
    “Those women look strange,” Sela observed as she tilted her head and watched the deer women row ashore. “I am not sure what I expected of people from another island, though. Are they kind?”  
 
    “The kindest,” Mira replied. “I was not sure about them when we first met, as they have a much different way of doing things, but once Ben and I got to know these women, I realized how much they have to teach us. Their island is beautiful, Sela. It’s full of tall trees with thick trunks and leaping creatures called tarrels that have the juiciest, most delicious meat you will ever taste.”  
 
    “It sounds interesting.” Sela shrugged. “But I much prefer to keep my feet planted firmly on my homeland.”  
 
    The rowboat ran ashore just then, and Jemma leapt out of it and dashed straight toward Sela.  
 
    “I am so excited to meet you!” The auburn haired deer woman grinned as she skidded to a stop by my side. “Ben has told us so much of you and your people already, I feel as if I know you.”  
 
    Without warning, Jemma threw herself straight into Sela’s arms, and she wrapped the warrior in what I was sure was the tightest hug she’d ever endured.  
 
    Sela’s blue eyes went as wide as coconuts, and she glanced from me to Jemma for a brief moment before she shrugged out of the embrace.  
 
    “I am Sela,” the warrior said as she sidestepped away from Jemma.  
 
    The deer woman, though, wasn’t the least bit fazed, and she just grinned at the dragonkin woman.  
 
    “I am Jemma,” the auburn-haired beauty replied before she gestured to the woman behind her. “And these are my sisters, Brenna, Sarayah, Theora, and Thornen.”  
 
    Sela nodded, but she stared at the other deer women uncomfortably, like she was worried they might also try to have some form of physical contact with her.  
 
    Two of the other deer women who had rowed ashore took the rowboats back to the ship to help unload the rest of the women. At the same time, the massive gate around our village started to creak open. As soon as there was the smallest sliver of space, a curly brown head slipped through the crack and dashed toward me with an excited scream.  
 
    “Daddy!” Marella screeched as she barrelled across the sand, and not too far behind her was her little brother, whose legs were still too short to outpace his sister.  
 
    “Hey, kiddo!” I grinned.  
 
    My daughter jumped up into my arms, and I caught her up in a tight hug. Then she wrapped her arms around my neck and squeezed me hard. 
 
    My two kids were even bigger than before. I’d left behind two children who were barely more than toddlers, but I was now faced with big kids. Marella looked like a ten year old human child, and Arrick looked seven.  
 
    I bent down and kissed the top of my son’s forehead.  
 
    “You got huge!” I laughed.  
 
    “I’m a man now.” Arrick nodded seriously.  
 
    “Not quite yet,” I chuckled.  
 
    “You found the women with the long, long, long legs,” Marella giggled as she wriggled down from my grip and turned to face Jemma. My daughter gave the auburn-haired deer woman a long look and took in every single inch of her.  
 
    “Hi.” Jemma smiled.  
 
    “Hello,” Marella responded slowly. “I’ve seen your family in my dreams.”  
 
    Jemma’s eyes widened, and she turned to me questioningly.  
 
    “Marella can see the future,” I explained.  
 
    The auburn-haired woman’s mouth dropped open so far it looked like her jaw might become unhinged.  
 
    “Are you some sort of goddess, child?” she gasped.  
 
    “No.” Marella shook her head.  
 
    “Some of our kind are blessed with the gift of seeing,” Mira explained. “Marella is one of those.”  
 
    “My goddess,” Jemma breathed.  
 
    “My king!” Nerissa cried out as she came through the gate.  
 
    I paused as I saw my queen come toward me. She was as radiant as ever, with her soft mahogany skin and full lips, and she wore a purple wrap dress that hugged her curves in all the right places.  
 
    “Nerissa,” I breathed.  
 
    Within seconds, we were in each other’s arms. She ran her hands up and down my back, over my shoulders, and along my sides, and it was like the woman needed to feel every inch of me to remind herself I was actually there.  
 
    “How was your journey?” she asked when we finally broke apart. 
 
    “Better than I could have ever expected.” I grinned. “There’s so much I have to tell you.”  
 
    “Sister!” Mira exclaimed from over my shoulder.  
 
    Nerissa touched a palm to my cheek and then swept around me to greet Mira.  
 
    Dear one, George said in my head.  
 
    The massive blue dragon cantered over the sand as he made his way toward me. His mate Nixie did the same, but the pink-scaled dragon headed straight for Mira. Their two dragon children, who were now almost fully grown, made a beeline straight for my kids’ sides.  
 
    “George.” I grinned and opened my arms wide.  
 
    The dragon barreled straight at me and head butted my stomach with his wet nose. I ran my hands along the bright blue scales of his back and relished in the feel of my dragon once again. As always, George’s dragon hum filled the air, and I closed my eyes as I listened to the meditative sound. The first time I’d ever heard it, I was sure it was the signal for some sort of impending explosion, but now, it was the exact opposite. The days I’d spent without the dragon hum had been hard. It was like the sound itself was a piece of me, a vibration that every atom of my being needed to be near to recharge off, like a battery.  
 
    “What an interesting noise!” Theora exclaimed, and the black haired woman stepped up and examined George with intense curiosity. “I have never heard a creature make such a sound.”  
 
    “Trust me, this is no normal creature,” I chuckled.  
 
    Sela approached then, with our two daughters Lizzie and Amaria at her side. My two little girls had grown into toddlers while I was away, and they stumbled toward me with the grace of an elephant.  
 
    “They’ve gotten so big!” I exclaimed as I pulled them both into my arms and held on tight. The two girls smelled like dirt and soap, an odd combination that I was sure Sela was partly responsible for. I just knew the warrior would throw the girls into the bath every time they got the slightest bit dirty.  
 
    “They are troublemakers.” Sela grinned. “But I would not trade them for the world and all its gifts.”  
 
    “How are you doing, mama?” I asked the warrior.  
 
    “Just as well as I expected,” she replied, and she couldn’t stop smiling. “Mothering your children is the greatest reward.”  
 
    “Mama!” Lizzie exclaimed, and Amaria giggled.  
 
    “Can you say Dada?” I asked my daughters.  
 
    Lizzie just stared back at me with the confused, big eyes of a child who still doesn’t understand language.  
 
    “That’s alright,” I chuckled. “You’ll get there eventually.”  
 
    A small hand touched my bicep, and I turned to see Talise with a smile on her face. Her thick black hair was plaited into one long braid that fell over her right shoulder and down her side, with beautiful blue and pink seashells interlaced throughout it.  
 
    “It is so good to see you, Draco Rex,” the healer sighed. Then she launched herself into my arms, and I held onto her warm body as I basked in the comfort I felt.  
 
    “It’s even better to see you,” I chuckled, and I turned my nose and nuzzled her neck gently before I pulled back.  
 
    “You brought back guests.” Talise smiled as her eyes roved over the deer women.  
 
    The second transport of rowboats arrived then, and Ainsley stepped off cautiously into the sand. Behind her were Brenna and Nima, with the unconscious Netta between them.  
 
    “Talise, I need to speak with you about something,” I told her as I beckoned Brenna and Nima to come forward with Netta.  
 
    Talise’s eyes went wide as she saw the unconscious woman.  
 
    “Oh, my,” the healer breathed.  
 
    “Do you think there’s anything you and George could do to help her?” I asked.  
 
    Talise bit her pink bottom lip and twisted her hands together as she thought.  
 
    “Let me see what I can think of,” she replied.  
 
    I will try as well, dear friend, George spoke in my head.  
 
    “Thank you.” I nodded to both of them.  
 
    “Come, ladies, and I will show you to a room where you can lay her down,” Talise instructed before she led Jemma and Brenna away.  
 
    Ainsley came up next to me and watched Netta as the redhead was carted off to a more comfortable place. 
 
    “Guys, I would like you all to meet Ainsley,” I announced as I slung my arm over the strawberry blonde’s shoulders. “She is the leader of these beautiful women from the adjacent island.” 
 
    “Hi.” The blonde deer-woman looked shyly at the dragonkin women, and she peeked out at them from under her thick black lashes, with one hand over her stomach.  
 
    Almost everyone else in the village had joined us at that point, and Careen stepped up to greet Ainsley as Nerissa and Sela did.  
 
    “She is with child,” Nerissa observed, and the regal queen looked at Ainsley and waited for an answer.  
 
    “Yes.” Ainsley nodded. “Ben has blessed me. How did you know? My tummy isn’t showing yet.”  
 
    “Ben is very good at making babies.” Nerissa winked at me and swayed her hips just the tiniest bit.  
 
    Ainsley’s eyes went wide at the obvious display of sexual need, since the deer women weren’t quite as open about those kinds of things in the way the dragon women were. My first week on this island, the dragonkin women had all but fought over me and my cock. The deer women, not so much.  
 
    “I, um, yes,” Ainsley mumbled and bit her lip.  
 
    “Ben, meet your newest daughter.” Careen effortlessly shifted the conversation away from the awkward moment and walked forward to present me with a red, squealing bundle. Her light pink hair had grown out just a little, and the strands swept over her creamy, coffee colored neck as her burgundy scales shimmered in the light of the sun.  
 
    “Oh, wow,” I murmured.  
 
    I stared down at my second daughter with complete pride. She had pink scales, the same color as Nixie’s, and the brightest orange eyes I’d ever seen in my life. They were almost golden, but too saturated and red for that.  
 
    Oshuna looked up at me calmly, and I could have sworn I saw her actually smile.  
 
    “She’s perfect,” I told Careen, and my face hurt from grinning so hard. “You did such a good job.”  
 
    “A baby!” Jemma squealed. “May I see?”  
 
    Without waiting for an answer, as was her usual M.O., the auburn-haired deer woman sprinted forward and peered over the tiny bundle in my arms.  
 
    “She’s adorable!”  
 
    “Oh, you must be careful,” Careen warned kindly as Jemma took the baby from me. “She is still new to the world, and must be handled gently.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, but I can’t remember the last time I saw a baby,” Jemma breathed as she looked down wondrously at Oshuna. “Ainsley, soon you will have one of your own. I wonder if he or she will have scales like this?”  
 
    Jemma’s question went unanswered as Careen took our daughter back, and Nerissa gazed over the crowd of deer women as the last transport arrived from the ship.  
 
    A murmur filled the crowd of deer women as they all stared openly at the serpent women. I could tell the newcomers were in awe of the muscular, scaled woman with their brightly colored skin and decorative dragon scales. They were also equally in awe of the four water dragons that had joined us on the beach, but that awe was mixed with fear as they watched the massive creatures.  
 
    “I am sure you all must be rather tired,” Nerissa said. “We will give you rooms in the castle, and you may go down to the bathing room to wash up. I have asked our cook, Hali, to prepare a magnificent feast for you tonight, to celebrate the arrival of our newest friends.” 
 
    “How did you know we were coming?” Jemma asked with a frown. 
 
    “Your daughter knew it was you and the long legged women and had her Auntie set up a feast just before you two came,” Nerissa chuckled. “The girl’s powers grow more and more every day.”  
 
    “Speaking of Hali, Ben and I have some food we think she’ll like,” Mira said with a smile. “I will go and get it.”  
 
    The jade-haired warrior set out for the orc ship again, and every single deer woman watched her go. Then they turned back to stare at me, and I guessed they waited for me to affirm Nerissa’s statements.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I told them. “You can all head up to the castle, and I’ll see you for dinner. You ladies are in for a real treat. Hali is a fantastic cook!”  
 
    On my signal, the deer women nodded and followed Talise and Careen back to the castle. I took up the rear of the crowd, and Nerissa dropped back to walk next to me.  
 
    “These women seem fearful,” she noted. “Have I done something to upset them?”  
 
    “Not at all,” I assured her, and I slipped my hand into hers and squeezed gently. “They’re just a bit more fearful of things than you guys are.”  
 
    “Fearful?” Nerissa quirked an eyebrow. “You mean they do not fight?”  
 
    “They do now.” I grinned. “But not before. They just have a different way of going about their lives. Where you guys may attack, they’ll try to hide, if they can.”  
 
    “Interesting,” she mused. “I cannot imagine that. But, then again, I am sure they cannot imagine living life the way we do. This blending of cultures will be interesting to see.”  
 
    “Just be glad they eat meat now,” I laughed. “When Mira and I first met them, they were horrified at the idea of eating a dead animal.”  
 
    “I suppose the two of you knocked that fear right out of them?” Nerissa smirked and arched an eyebrow at me.  
 
    “You bet your ass we did,” I laughed. “Your sister was about to have a mental breakdown when she found that out.”  
 
    “There are two things my sister could not live without,” Nerissa chuckled. “You, and meat.”  
 
    The moment we arrived back at the castle, I slipped into the wash room behind my bedroom for the first real bath I’d had in ages. The deer women were with Mira as they settled into the back part of the castle. There were a few extra rooms that hadn’t been in use since long before the orcs invaded, and for now, that was where they would stay. Soon, though, I’d get to work with the new lumber we’d harvested from their island, and I would begin to build houses for them to live more comfortably.  
 
    The moment I saw my enormous bathtub, a groan of absolute pleasure rumbled through my chest. I’d spent the last few weeks bathing in creeks and streams, or sometimes in little wooden tubs with water heated over the fires in the village. But an actual bath, with warm water and real soap, was the closest thing to heaven I’d ever seen in my life.  
 
    I yanked off my white clothes, which were now ragged and dirty from our long journey on the ship, and then I jumped straight into the stone tub.  
 
    The water was silken and warm, and it smelled of sweet oils and coconut soap. I pulled my entire body under, head and all, and stayed like that for as long as my lungs would allow.  
 
    When I came back up, there was a knock on the door.  
 
    “Come in,” I called out as I walked through the water to the edge of the tub, where soap and shaving supplies had been laid out for me.  
 
    I turned to see Talise enter the room, and she watched me as I started to soap up my entire body. I ignored the dirt that came off me as I stared at the slight, black haired beauty, and a grin crawled across my face as I took in the beautiful healer. 
 
    “I thought you might want a change of clothes.” She smiled as she held up a pair of tan pants and a shirt.  
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. “Are they settling in?”  
 
    “Oh, yes.” Talise nodded. “The poor things are very nervous, but I tried to make them as comfortable as possible. They seem to gravitate toward Mira, so I suggested she sleep with them tonight. I think it might be a good idea for you to, as well.”  
 
    “You don’t want me in your bed,” I pouted playfully.  
 
    “Of course I do.” She grinned, and lust flashed in her eyes. “However, I would rather our guests feel safe and comfortable on their first night here. My sexual pleasure can wait a little bit longer.”  
 
    “Fine,” I sighed jokingly. “But I can’t let you wait too long. It just wouldn’t be kingly of me.”  
 
    “I would never let you,” Talise laughed. 
 
    I’d missed that sound. It was soft and musical, like wind chimes.  
 
    “Thank you for the clothes.” I nodded at the outfit in her hands. “I’m afraid what I was wearing got a little bit dirty on the journey.”  
 
    “Oh, I noticed,” she laughed.  
 
    Talise walked over to the edge of the tub and set the clothes down just out of reach of any splashes of water. 
 
    “Come to the patio when you are done,” she instructed. “We have a feast prepared for tonight.”  
 
    Freshly cooked food sounded like a dream come true after the last few days on the orc ship, where we’d had only dried meat to feast on.  
 
    “Before you go, I wanted to ask about Netta,” I said. “How is she?”  
 
    “I was just about to find George or Nixie and attempt to see if their dragon tears would help her,” Talise replied.  
 
    “Let me grab her sister, Nima, and we can go to her,” I offered. “I’ll just get dressed first.”  
 
    I dried off from the bath quickly, got dressed, and went to find Nima. She and Jemma were out on the patio, and they were enjoying the sunlight that beat down from high above.  
 
    “Nima, Talise is going to attempt to heal your sister,” I told her.  
 
    Instantly, the red-haired woman shot up and wrapped Talise in a hug.  
 
    “May I see her first?” the deer woman asked. “I have not been back since we settled her in earlier.”  
 
    “Of course.” Talise nodded. “I would like a chance to examine her again, as well.”  
 
    Talise led us through the halls to a secluded back room where Netta laid on a single bed. Her red hair splayed across the pillow, and her eyes were closed. For a second, my heart stopped. She almost looked dead, but I could see a very shallow rise and fall in her chest.  
 
    “I have never seen this before,” Talise breathed. “I am hopeful the dragon tears will work.”  
 
    “I have seen this before.” Jonas appeared in the doorway, quiet and stealthy the way he always was. “It is good to see you, Ben.”  
 
    “You, too.” I grinned at the old man.  
 
    He looked the same as when I’d left him. Old and slightly wrinkled, but with a glimmer of young life in his blue eyes.  
 
    “This is your sister?” Jonas asked Nima.  
 
    “Yes.” The redhead nodded and gulped back her tears.  
 
    “Hmm.” Jonas leaned over Netta and examined her. He pulled open one eyelid, and then the other, listened to her breathing, and tested her non responsive reflexes.  
 
    “When did you see this, grandfather?” Talise asked.  
 
    “Long ago, when I was a young boy,” Jonas mused, “a man had wandered into the jungle in the middle of his sleep cycle. Atlas was his name. He hadn’t even known what he was doing. Atlas was attacked in the jungle, and managed to make it back to the edge of the forest and collapse into this sort of a sleep. That was where my mother found him. She used tears from the last four water dragons to heal him.”  
 
    “So, it will work?” I asked as I kneaded my hands anxiously.  
 
    “Yes.” Jonas nodded. “But we cannot use just plain tears. There is a serum that must be made from them. My mother did it, and I believe I remember the recipe.”  
 
    “How do we do it?” I asked him.  
 
    Jonas looked at me, closed his eyes, and worked to remember.  
 
    “I will need a vial of water dragon tears and a few leaves from the henna tree outside the palace,” he listed off. “A pot, and a fire to boil everything over.”  
 
    “I’ll get the tears,” I said.  
 
    “I will get the leaves,” Talise replied.  
 
    Instantly, we both jogged out the door and headed our separate ways. I found George in the garden, curled up as he watched the children and young water dragons play. 
 
    Hello, dear friend, he said.  
 
    “Hi.” I smiled at him. “I have a weird favor to ask you.”  
 
    You need my tears, he supplied.  
 
    “Yep.” I nodded as I produced a vial from my pocket and held it out for him.  
 
    I suspected as much when I saw the injured woman, he replied. One moment.  
 
    George stared off into space for a moment as he worked to conjure tears. A pained expression crossed his face, and I knew from our bond what he had thought of.  
 
    The death of his kind. He was one of the last few living water dragons, and though their population was growing, it was painful to remember the island had once been filled with them.  
 
    The emotions that swelled in him were so strong, it almost brought me to tears.  
 
    But it worked.  
 
    George tilted his head to the side and blinked twice, and three huge, crystalline tears fell from his right eye and into the vial I held out. They shimmered and swirled as they fell down into the glass. The tears were enormous compared to my own, and just three of them were enough to fill the vial up.  
 
    “Thank you, my friend,” I whispered to George before I stepped forward and hugged his neck. The heavy emotion sat with him, but I could feel it lighten with our physical touch.  
 
    Go, he ordered. The woman needs you.  
 
    I nodded and took off back to the castle.  
 
    Inside the kitchen, Talise and Jonas sat around the cooking fire. A black pot was hung over it, and the flames roared a bright orange color beneath it.  
 
    “I have the tears,” I said to them. 
 
    “Place them here,” Jonas murmured as he touched an open space on the table, and I set the vial down next to him.  
 
    Talise had gathered three large leaves for Jonas to use. They were wide and flat, almost like the leaves of a palm tree, but were a bright magenta color, with spidery blue veins that criss crossed the leaf in all directions.  
 
    Jonas took a long, sharp knife and carefully split the leaf in half down the center. Then he picked up one half and held it over the pot. Slowly, he twisted and squeezed it, and a bright blue liquid dripped out from the veins, almost as if the leaf had its own blood. Jonas repeated the process with the other two leaves, and when he was done, the pot was halfway full with bright blue, bubbling liquid. Then a soft, floral smell filled the room as it began to boil.  
 
    Jonas peered into the pot and watched for a moment, until he was satisfied the liquid was hot enough.  
 
    “Now, the tears,” he murmured.  
 
    Jonas picked up the vial of dragon tears with one wrinkled hand and, ever so slowly, let it drip into the pot. The viscous liquid streamed from the vial and merged with the blood-like liquid from the henna leaves.  
 
    The moment the last of the tears had been poured into the pot, the contents inside exploded. A puff of thick, purple smoke erupted into the air and coated us all in a strange powder, but none of us moved.  
 
    Jonas coughed once, and then he leaned forward to check on his creation.  
 
    My heart thudded against my ribs like a drumbeat as I waited for him to show some sign it had worked.  
 
    “Grandfather?” Talise murmured.  
 
    Jonas pulled back, looked at Talise, and then looked back at me.  
 
    “It worked,” he murmured.  
 
    I breathed a sigh of intense relief before I realized we were not out of the woods just yet.  
 
    Jonas grabbed a ladle and poured the potion back into the vial.  
 
    “Now, we will give it to the girl and pray to Oshun that this works,” he said.  
 
    The three of us marched down the hall like Hercules, and when we entered Netta’s room, Nima and Jemma looked up anxiously.  
 
    “We have it,” Jonas told them. “Prop your sister up.”  
 
    Nima rushed to Netta’s side and sat the sleeping woman upright.  
 
    Jonas pulled her mouth open, tilted her head back, and bowed his own head to say a quick prayer.  
 
    “Oshun, we ask you to please assist us in waking this girl,” he murmured.  
 
    The entire world seemed to wait with bated breath as Jonas poured a slow stream of liquid down Netta’s throat. Only when the vial had been emptied of every last drop of the swirling purple potion did he step back.  
 
    All of our eyes were glued onto Netta’s creamy white face as we waited for her green eyes to pop open.  
 
    But we kept waiting.  
 
    Seconds passed, and then minutes. Nima let out a soft sob and turned into Jemma’s arms.  
 
    “It did not work,” the redheaded deer woman cried.  
 
    But the moment the words slipped out of her mouth, Netta’s green eyes flew open. Then she let out a long, hard cough and looked around the room.  
 
    “What did not work?” she rasped.  
 
    “Sister!” Nima screeched as she flew toward Netta, curled up next to her side, and let heavy sobs wrack her body.  
 
    Relief swelled over me. Netta was awake. The potion had worked.  
 
    There was no way in hell I would have let her die.  
 
    “Netta, Ben has saved us all,” Nima gushed, and the redhead choked back tears as she gazed at me. “He commandeered an orc ship to take us to his homeland, so we would be safe. Now, Ben is working to build up an army, so he can defeat all of the orcs, once and for all!”  
 
    Netta’s eyes widened and teared up as she looked over at me. She was still weak, and could only turn her head, but she managed a smile.  
 
    “Ben, I knew when I first saw you that you would bring wonderful things to all of us,” she breathed. “I did not imagine it would be this amazing. I am so grateful to you.”  
 
    “All in a day’s work.” I shrugged it off, but my chest swelled with pride.  
 
    About fifteen minutes later, I left Netta to rest and recover while I joined the feast outside.  
 
    I sense the injured woman fares well, George remarked as he met me at the doors of the palace. 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed. “Thank you, dear friend. Without you and Jonas, I don’t know what would have happened.  
 
    I am glad I was able to help, my dragon hummed before he leaned over me and sniffed. You smell much better, dear one. The stench that covered you upon your arrival was horrendous.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” I laughed. “That’s what a couple of days on a boat will get you.”  
 
    No, you smelled of another creature, he corrected as he shook his head. Something almost monstrous.  
 
    “Ah, yeah, that would be the wargs.” I grimaced. “Those things were nasty.”  
 
    Wargs? George asked with a curious tilt of his head.  
 
    “I have got some stories to tell you,” I chuckled. “Another time, though.”  
 
    We walked out onto the patio, where the tables were already set and piled high with the food Hali had cooked.  
 
    “Ben!” Hali gasped as she ran up to me, with a chunk of dried tarrel meat in her hands. “This is delicious. What is it? Can you get more?”  
 
    The red headed serpent woman was nearly breathless with excitement as she wagged the piece of meat in front of my face.  
 
    “It’s called a tarrel,” I replied. “And if you want more, then you shall have it. We’ll be making plenty of trips back to that island once everything is settled.”  
 
    “Yes, please!” She grinned. “Mira said there is more food for me to try. I must eat it all!”  
 
    Just as quickly as she’d appeared, Hali disappeared, breathless with excitement at the prospect of new delicacies.  
 
    George lumbered off to sit with Nixie and their children on the edge of the crowd, and I stepped up to the large table on the raised platform, where Nerissa and Ainsley were already seated. The two beautiful leaders had their heads together, and they looked like the best of friends as they whispered to each other. Since I knew them both so well, I already knew they were in the midst of an intense planning session.  
 
    “Ben, this place is wonderful!” Jemma exclaimed as she plopped down in the seat next to me, while the rest of the village sat at a few of the tables down below.  
 
    “I knew you’d like it.” I grinned back at her.  
 
    “They have water that comes out of nowhere,” she gasped. “It is as if they have their own private stream. How does that work?”  
 
    “I’ll explain it to you someday,” I laughed. “It’s called a plumbing system.”  
 
    “A plumbing system,” Jemma tested out the words. “I very much like it.”  
 
    Jemma, and a few of the other deer women down below, were just about to reach for the food, to pile their plates high with some of the freshly cooked meat, when Nerissa stood and cleared her throat.  
 
    “If I could have the attention of everyone for just a moment,” the queen requested.  
 
    Jemma’s hand sprang back, and she stared at Nerissa with wide chartreuse eyes. The deer women might not know what a queen was, but they could already tell Nerissa had a strong presence.  
 
    The deer women down below pulled their hands back as well and looked up at Nerissa, and when the queen saw all eyes were on her, she continued.  
 
    “I want to welcome each and every one of you. This is a momentous day, the likes of which neither of our populations have ever seen before.”  
 
    A murmur of agreement rose from the crowd.  
 
    “And as such, I am sure there will be some adjusting to do,” Nerissa went on. “I understand from Ainsley that you have a much different lifestyle, and I want you to know I am here to help with anything you need. All of us on this island want to make this process as smooth as possible. We must remember we have all been traumatized by the orcs, and because of that, we have a common goal: their defeat. Now, I have talked long enough, so I would like to say one last welcome, and thank Oshun for this food.”  
 
    Nerissa let her smile linger over the crowd for a moment before she sat back down.  
 
    “That was a lovely speech.” Jemma smiled.  
 
    “Thank you.” Nerissa nodded. “I learned from my father. He was most adept at giving speeches.”  
 
    “He taught you well,” Jemma praised.  
 
    A few moments later, almost total silence fell as everyone dug into the food. I watched happily as the deer women tasted the serpent women’s food for the first time. Sarayah bit into a bird wing, and her green eyes popped open as she chewed, slowly at first, and then more quickly. Theora popped a chunk of white coconut meat into her mouth, and she smiled happily with her eyes closed as the flavor swooped over her taste buds. 
 
    “This food is absolutely delicious,” Ainsley commented once she had finished her own meal. “You may not believe this, Queen Nerissa, but before Ben and Mira arrived, we did not eat meat. We thought it a terrible thing to kill one of Nira’s creatures for our own benefit.”  
 
    “Oh, no, it is not terrible at all!” Nerissa exclaimed. “In fact, we believe the creatures give their lives for us, as we are the ones gifted with the ability to create weapons and cook our food. If we were not meant to eat meat, we would not have been granted such intelligent minds.”  
 
    “We had never thought of it in that way,” Ainsley responded as she tilted her head in thought.  
 
    My heart warmed as I watched the women below and beside me acclimate to each other. I could tell from the intense expressions on everyone’s faces that they were engaged in deep conversations as they all learned about other cultures and ways of being.  
 
    “The beds are finally ready for tonight,” Talise announced as she came up to the table and sat beside Jemma. “You all will have comfortable and safe places to sleep.”  
 
    “Thank you so much.” Jemma grinned. “My name is Jemma.”  
 
    “Talise,” the healer replied with a smile.  
 
    “Ben has told me of you!” Jemma gasped with glee. “We have a gift for you. Actually, we have a few of them. We brought you some squirts.”  
 
    “Squirts?” Talise asked, and her brow furrowed in confusion. “What are those?”  
 
    “Creatures the goddess Nira has given us to heal,” Jemma replied.  
 
    “They’re from the sea,” I added. “They secrete a serum that helps speed up the healing process. Jemma used it on Mira and I when we were hurt on the island, and we healed in a matter of days from wounds that would have otherwise taken weeks to heal.”  
 
    Talise’s eyes widened, and she grinned at the prospect of this sort of medicine.  
 
    “How exciting,” she breathed. “What else do you use?”  
 
    “Oh, I am not a medicine woman,” Jemma responded with a shake of her head. “You must talk to Thornen later. She is down there, with the silver hair and bright smile.”  
 
    Jemma pointed to where Thornen sat with Sela and Careen.  
 
    “I shall remember to find a moment alone with her,” Talise nodded.  
 
    I smiled as I watched the two races of women come together.  
 
    My family was growing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Now that Netta was awake, I could turn my full attention to the next task. I’d planned to sleep with the deer women that night, but Careen had especially missed me after I’d been absent for the birth of Oshuna. I’d missed her too, of course, so I decided to humor the pixie healer, and now Careen slept softly beside me after a round of passionate “welcome home” and “please impregnant me again” sex. 
 
    As the pink-haired healer slept soundly on my chest, I laid awake and planned out all the things I needed to do. We needed housing for the deer women, so the morning after Netta was healed, I wandered through the village as I searched for the perfect place to build more houses.  
 
    First, though, I also wanted to reinforce the ones we already had. During the last storm season we’d lived through, most of the huts had been damaged, and some of them had even needed to be rebuilt completely. I hated to think that would be an issue every single time storm season came through the island, and if I was out on an adventure when it happened, I knew it would be even harder for the women to rebuild.  
 
    I wanted to expand the village, I knew that for sure. I also thought it might be a good idea to start spreading our gardens into the jungle, so we could give the deer women a little taste of home. I knew the soil in the jungle would be far better for gardens, and with the green thumbs the deer women all possessed, I knew we’d be able to plant plots of hanging crops in the trees and have an even more sustainable source of food.  
 
    I planned to expand and reinforce the village first, and then take a hike up into the jungle with Jonas and Ainsley to check out the land and see if we could find a good place to start our gardens.  
 
    I knew from my first few times in the jungle that the soil was moist and rich with nutrients, just like the soil in the forest back on the deer women’s island. On top of that, jungles were the perfect places to grow things on Earth, so I was sure the same principles held here. I’d noticed most of the tactics and strategies I would have used back home also worked on these islands, almost like it was some sort of parallel universe to the Earth I knew.  
 
    After I’d taken stock of the best place to start building, I headed back to the castle to gather some of the women and get the lumber off the orc ship.  
 
    I walked into the kitchen and found Hali was already alive with activity. Netta sat at the large round table with a cup of floral tea in her hands, and this was the first time I’d seen her up and about since Jonas had concocted the potion that helped to wake her from the coma.  
 
    “Netta.” I grinned. “How are you feeling?”  
 
    “As well as I could have hoped,” the redhead replied and attempted a light hearted chuckle. “Thank you, Ben, for saving me. My sister told me it was you who thought of the sea dragon as a cure for my dead sleep. No one on our island would have ever heard of such a thing. I likely would have died if it was not for you and your brilliance.”  
 
    “No need to thank me,” I told her seriously. “Nobody dies on my watch, and that includes beautiful redheads with a penchant for getting injured. Got it?”  
 
    “Got it,” Netta said with a real, genuine smile. “I shall retire to my room now. I simply needed to stretch my legs for a few minutes.”  
 
    Just as the redhead went to stand, Nima dashed into the kitchen with a look of comical fury on her face.  
 
    “Netta,” the woman admonished her sister. “What are you doing out of bed? You nearly gave me a heart attack!”  
 
    “I am returning, I promise,” Netta chuckled, and she cast a glance back at me. “I have my own personal bodyguard now.”  
 
    “I can see that,” I laughed. “Get her back to bed, Nima. She needs to get strong so she can help us plant our new gardens.”  
 
    “Yes, Ben,” Nima nodded. Then she threw an arm around her sister’s waist and helped the older woman down the hallway.  
 
    Hali and I could hear Nima’s grumblings for a little while as she marched her sister back to her bedroom.  
 
    “Sisters,” Hali chuckled. “Even across cultures, that relationship is always the same.”  
 
    “No doubt about that,” I laughed as I peered into the pot Hali had over the fire. It was some sort of stew, but it bubbled a bright blue, like the fruit from the deer women’s island.  
 
    “Doesn’t it look wonderful?” Hali asked breathlessly as she stared into the pot with excitement in her eyes.  
 
    “It does.” I nodded. “I’m guessing you got Mira’s present?” 
 
    “Yes!” She grinned. “She brought me back so many wonderful things, I just do not know quite what to do with them all. But I thought the fruit might make a lovely dessert. I am warming it into a soup, and then pouring it over some coconut bread for after dinner tonight.”  
 
    “Like a cake.” My mouth watered as I thought about what that would taste like. I wasn’t a man who loved sugar all the time, but there were definitely some moments where I had a sweet tooth.  
 
    Like, pretty much any time I was presented with cake. 
 
    Or pie.  
 
    Or brownies. 
 
    Or cookies.  
 
    I hadn’t had any cake since well before I’d come to the island, since it didn’t exist here, and I almost wished I could time jump to after dinner and try some of Hali’s cake already.  
 
    “I assume cake is something you had back on Earth?” she asked with curiosity in her sea green eyes.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” I replied. “We used it for celebrations, mostly. It’s one of the most delicious things there is.”  
 
    “Well, I am glad I can make you happy in that way.” Hali smiled at me.  
 
    I leaned down and wrapped her in a hug, well aware of the way she pressed herself into me. The redheaded cook would want a baby soon enough, I knew, and I’d be happy to oblige her the moment that need arose.  
 
    “Ben!” Mira gasped as she slid excitedly into the kitchen. “Oops, sorry, I did not mean to interrupt.”  
 
    The jade haired warrior chuckled and gave Hali and me a knowing look.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I assured her before I turned back to the chef. “Make sure to save me some of that cake for tomorrow.”  
 
    “I will save you plenty.” Hali winked.  
 
    “Are you ready to start building, Mira?” I asked the warrior.  
 
    “Absolutely.” She nodded. “Will we gather the whole village?”  
 
    “I think so,” I said. “We need to get the lumber from the ship first, and then we can start by adding some new buildings. Any lumber we’ve still got after that can be used to reinforce our existing places.”  
 
    “Good plan,” the warrior responded.  
 
    So, the two of us gathered a group of women to head down to the beach and help offload the lumber. The twins Darya and Zarya were there, and Jemma bounced alongside Mira and me with her hand weaved through both of ours. Ainsley was still in the castle, asleep. Pregnancy seemed to have started to take a small toll on her, though she never would have admitted it, but I could see how tired she was at times.  
 
    We used the two rowboats to make a few trips from the orc ship back to the beach. Mira and I took one boat, while Darya and Zarya took the other. The women down on the beach then lugged all of the lumber and supplies up to the village to make the most of our time, but I still had to help them with the last few massive logs.  
 
    When that was done, Mira, the twins, and I trekked around the land just outside the village to figure out where the best place to build would be. The terrain was mostly flat, but it was filled with an overgrowth of weeds and grass that needed to be cleared away before we could build a thing.  
 
    So, I had the women all help, and we cleared enough ground for ten new huts. My plan was to keep expanding after every trip back to the deer women’s island for lumber, and then fill in the news huts based on who had children to take care of, and who didn’t. I knew it would be a lot easier for the childless women to bunk together. Of course, that would only last until they got pregnant, and I knew most of them wanted my seed so we could have a child together.  
 
    But I planned to deal with that when we came to it. For now, I was happy to give in to all of their sexual desires and help rebuild their populations.  
 
    “Building is hard work.” Jemma grinned at me as she wiped some sweat off her brow. “Why do you not live in tents? The jungle seems like it would make the perfect place for a village like ours.”  
 
    The auburn-haired woman nodded toward the dark jungle that was wild with all sorts of still unknown life. I thought of the last time I’d been in the jungle, with the gryphons, and wondered what else lurked in those shadows. Not even Jonas knew all the creatures and plants that called the jungle home.  
 
    I wanted to change that, though. I wanted to explore every inch of it and assert myself as the dominant predator over any creatures that tried to attack us.  
 
    “We will, one day,” I told the deer woman. “We might not build the exact same village, but we’ll expand into the jungle at some point. Right now, though, we’re not completely sure what all lives there.”  
 
    “You mean there could be monsters in it?” Sarayah asked. The brunette had been bent over a stubborn yellow weed that had dug its veiny roots into the hard red dirt, but she looked up with sudden alarm, like a deer caught in the headlights.  
 
    “Oh, there’s definitely monsters in there!” Darya chuckled.  
 
    Mira shut her up with a quick glare, and Darya took one look at Sarayah’s terrified face and quickly tried to backpedal.  
 
    “I-I mean, they are not so terrifying as you might think, you know,” the twin corrected herself. “One good chop with your sword, and, uh, oh … you do not have a sword. Ben, tell her they are not so scary.”  
 
    Darya tilted her head and mouthed the word “sorry” as Sarayah’s terrified expression was also joined by Thornen, Theora, and Brenna.  
 
    “We do not have swords!” Brenna cried. Her emerald green eyes were wide with worry, and she brushed a few strands of golden blonde hair away from her face. “What if the monsters Darya speaks of come down into the village, and you are not there, Ben?”  
 
    “That won’t happen,” I promised her. “Look, anything in the jungle can be fought off. We’ve all done it here. And I know you all aren’t sword fighters, but you have your bows. Trust me, you can protect yourselves. There is absolutely nothing to be afraid of, alright?”  
 
    “Listen to Ben,” Jemma chimed in. “He has never led us astray before.”  
 
    The auburn-haired deer woman smiled at me and squeezed my hand.  
 
    “That is true.” Theora nodded and sucked in a big breath. “If Ben says not to worry, then we shall not worry.”  
 
    “And if any of you ever get scared, just call for me, and I will come and fight off whatever it is, with Ben’s help,” Darya reassured the women.  
 
    “Thank you, Darya.” Sarayah grinned at her in a way I’d only ever seen her smile at her deer women sisters before, and despite the heavy fear that still lingered in the air, I felt a warmth grow in my chest.  
 
    I was building a family. These women, from two completely different cultures and ways of life, were getting along famously. Sure, sometimes they didn’t always understand each other or how the other kind lived, but I could already start to see that what one didn’t understand, the other could fill in for. Like the way Darya had comforted the deer women by promising to fight off monsters for them.  
 
    I couldn’t wait until there were many more women of all different cultures, growing and learning with one another. I’d lead them, teach them all, and make sure they all stayed safe from here on out.  
 
    “You know, Ben, if you plan to build gardens in the forest, I am happy to come find the right place for you,” Jemma offered before she dropped her chartreuse eyes shyly. “That is, if you would like my help.”  
 
    “Of course I want your help.” I grinned at the woman. “I know some about gardening, but not enough to be able to pick the absolute perfect spot. And the gardens you guys had back on your home island were fantastically placed.”  
 
    “Let me know when you would like to go, then, and we can begin to grow food!” She grinned.  
 
    “After we get these huts all built, I want to make a trip into the jungle,” I replied. “If you’re not scared, of course.”  
 
    I poked her side to let her know I was teasing and was rewarded with the widest, brightest smile ever.  
 
    “I am not scared of anything,” Jemma whispered as she stepped closer to me and put a warm, dainty hand on my chest. “I was taught by the best.”  
 
    “Oh, really?” I smirked. “And who would that be.”  
 
    “You, of course,” Jemma replied, and her brow knitted together in confusion. “Did I not make that obvious?”  
 
    “You did,” I chuckled. “I just wanted to hear you say it.”  
 
    “Ben!” Jemma gasped, and she shoved me backward with a light, musical gasp. The deer woman, though much weaker than I was, had the advantage of surprise, and before I knew it, I’d stumbled back and landed my foot into a huge, squishy pile of some sort of animal poop.  
 
    When Jemma saw what had happened, her chartreuse eyes went wide for a second, and then she laughed so hard she bent over to catch her breath.  
 
    “Oh, you think that’s funny?” I mock-growled, and then I lunged toward Jemma, who screamed and dashed away from me.  
 
    “I think it is hilarious,” she yelled over her shoulder.  
 
    Our antics had caught the attention of the other women, who had moved on to placing the lumber where Mira told them, and all of them watched gleefully as I tried to chase Jemma down.  
 
    The deer woman was fast, but I still had an advantage. On her home island, she may have been able to outrun me with her long and powerful legs, but she didn’t know the terrain here. So, I leapt over rocks and the jagged ground as she tried to speed up, but I was able to catch up to her easily. Then I slung an arm around her waist and yanked her down on top of me, where we crashed into a bed of soft, green grass.  
 
    Jemma’s body landed directly on top of me, with her soft, round boobs pressed directly against my chest, and her bright yellow-green eyes stared into mine.  
 
    “You caught me,” she murmured.  
 
    “Did you think I couldn’t?” I teased.  
 
    “Not for a second.” She shook her head and stared into my face earnestly.  
 
    “I’ll always catch you,” I whispered as I brushed back a strand of her soft auburn hair.  
 
    “And that is why I love you,” Jemma replied before she bent down and pressed a soft kiss to my lips.  
 
    “Let’s finish building,” I told her. “Because I have some plans for us tonight.”  
 
    Jemma’s eyes sparkled in excitement, and she quickly scrambled up to try to get back to building as fast as possible.  
 
    When we returned, Mira and the other women had already started to lay out the lumber in the same design as the other huts. These ones had an additional third room, so we could sleep two women in each bedroom, with a common meeting space in between them, like a dorm room style apartment.  
 
    “How do you want to glue the lumber together?” Mira asked me as Jemma and I approached.  
 
    I thought the question over for a moment and wished, not for the first time, that I had a drill and some good screws to bolt these houses together. We’d recovered a few nails when we dismantled the orc hunts back on the deer women’s island, but most of them had been bent and damaged, so we were only able to recover a handful, which was definitely not enough for this project. I knew our huts would be so much sturdier if we had more nails, but since I didn’t have those tools at my disposal yet, we had to work with the supplies on the island.  
 
    “Let’s use some tabby concrete to stick them together, and then tie them off with twine just like we did with the bamboo huts,” I told her after I’d thought it over for a moment. “This way, we have a sort of double insurance the huts will stick together during storm season.”  
 
    I showed the women what I meant on the first house, and I came away pretty proud of my work. I had a feeling I’d be able to find tools on the orc island, when we got there, that would change the game for building. Clearly, their massive ship was made with fairly advanced technology compared to what was currently at my disposal. However, for now, I knew the best choice I had was to reinforce the huts as much as possible, so that even if the wind broke through the twine, it would have the clay to contend with, and vice versa.  
 
    When we finished in the late afternoon, the houses looked sort of like the old fashioned log cabins the French built when they’d first begun to hunt and trap in Canada. The lumber was parallel to the ground, glued together by some of deer women’s clay, and wrapped, one by one, with the twine the serpent women made. There were still no doors, but Jemma had the fantastic idea to use their old tents and make coverings out of that, so the women were still afforded some privacy.  
 
    When we were all finished, the sun had started to set, and there were ten new huts for the deer women to live in. Ainsley and Jemma would stay in the castle with Talise, Nerissa, Mira, and me, though, while the rest of the deer women split themselves up among the ten different huts.  
 
    “These homes are so wonderful, Ben!” Theora called out as she peeked her head out of one of the huts.  
 
    “The craftsmanship is impeccable!” Brenna agreed. “Thank you so much, Ben!”  
 
    “I’m glad you like them.” I grinned back at the women. “It’s nice to have your feet on the ground, huh?”  
 
    “Yes, but I do miss the trees sometimes.” Theora nodded before she ducked back inside her new home. 
 
    The next morning, I woke up in Ainsley’s bed, since we’d made passionate love the night before, with her head nestled on my chest and one hand draped over her stomach. I carefully climbed off the bed so as not to disturb my pregnant lover, and then I headed into the kitchen for a cup of tea. In a little bit, Jemma and I would go into the jungle to try and find a good place to build our newest gardens.  
 
    “Good morning, Ben.” Jonas smiled as he wandered into the kitchen, up early, as usual. Old people, no matter what world, always seemed to enjoy rising before the sun did and going to bed before it set.  
 
    “Morning, Jonas,” I replied. “How is Netta doing?”  
 
    “Oh, fine, fine.” He nodded his head as he poured tea from the clay pot. “I checked on the girl last night, and I am happy to report she is in perfect health.”  
 
    “I’m glad,” I sighed. “I was worried for a little while.”  
 
    “I am sure you were,” Jonas remarked. “Whatever happened to her must have been serious.”  
 
    He took a seat across from me, where he could both hold a conversation and look out the window to watch the sun rise at the same time.  
 
    “The orcs were using these monsters called wargs to hunt them down,” I explained. “They were ugly, vengeful things, and one of them got to her.”  
 
    “I have heard of wargs,” Jonas mused with a frown. “I did not know the orcs had tamed them. That is a bit impressive.”  
 
    “I’m not calling anything they do impressive,” I snorted. “It’s cowardly. If they want to hunt down and torture women, then they should at least have the balls to do it themselves.”  
 
    “There is one thing the orcs have proven to be good at, and that is minimizing their personal labor.” Jonas shrugged. “The orc king must have something going on in his nasty brain.”  
 
    “Speaking of him, do you happen to know which island is the orcs’?” I asked. “I want to go there when I’m ready to fuck his shit up, but I can’t figure out which one it is.”  
 
    “I don’t,” Jonas said as he pursed his lips. “But, when the time comes, you ask me for whatever help you feel you need, and I will do my best.”  
 
    “Of course.” I smiled at the old man, who had become like a father to me while I was on this island. It was kind of nice to have another guy to talk to, who wasn’t my son, since there were plenty of conversations that were still much too old for Arrick.  
 
    “What will you be doing today?” Jonas asked and changed the subject. “Building more huts? I saw the ones you and the ladies did yesterday. They looked wonderful.”  
 
    “No, today, Jemma and I are going into the jungle to find a better place to plant our gardens,” I replied. “You should have seen what they grew back on their island, Jonas. The moment they settled in one spot and could actually tend to the gardens, the food was so abundant.”  
 
    “That sounds lovely.” The old man smiled. “Those women seem like they would have a green thumb. Do you two mind if I join you? I could use an outing to my old home.”  
 
    “Of course.” I grinned. “You’d be a really helpful guide. I know in your culture, the elders leave so they are not a burden, but where I come from our elders are respected for their knowledge. You have a place by my side until your last days, Jonas.”  
 
    Jonas had spent years alone in the jungle as he lived off the land. He’d followed tradition and walked into the mess of trees and deadly creatures when he’d gotten too old to do the same things young men could do, but unlike the others before him, no creatures had eaten Jonas, and no plants had poisoned him. When my daughter Marella found him, Jonas had built a pretty sustainable life for himself.  
 
    “Then I will join you.” The man’s watery blue eyes sparkled with delight. “Thank you, Ben—or I will say Draco Rex, since you have earned that title hundreds of times since you came here to protect my kind.” 
 
    “Are you coming to the jungle, too?” Jemma chirped as she bounced into the kitchen. The auburn-haired woman was a ray of sunshine, as usual.  
 
    “Yes.” Jonas nodded. “I lived in the jungle for many years, until my granddaughter, Marella, came and found me.”  
 
    “You lived there?” Jemma gasped, and her chartreuse eyes popped wide open. “Ben has told us it is full of many terrifying creatures. How did you survive?”  
 
    “Magic,” Jonas replied with a tilt of his head. “And luck. But it is true, the jungle is filled with many monstrous creatures. They will leave you alone, though, if you leave them alone. And the ones that do not can be fought off, thanks to young Ben.”  
 
    “I am very impressed.” Jemma nodded seriously.  
 
    A few moments later, Jonas finished his tea, and Jemma and I packed a sackful of snacks and rations for the day, since we weren’t sure how long it would take.  
 
    “The best places for gardens are near water,” Jemma said as we walked out of the palace. “Do you know of any places like that, Jonas?”  
 
    “I do.” The old man nodded. “I think I may have just the spot you would like. I will take you there.”  
 
    We had barely gotten to the edge of the jungle, though, when Jemma stopped and looked up at the canopy with wide eyes.  
 
    “Jemma, what’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” She shook her head. “I just want to take it all in. It looks very different from my old island but … still beautiful.”  
 
    That brought a smile to my face, and Jonas and I paused to let the auburn-haired deer woman stare at the jungle in wonder.  
 
    It really was a vast contrast to the forest she knew at home. The colors there were glorious, with the red barked trees and deep green leaves, but it looked like a redwood forest back on earth. Beautiful, but there was nothing very magical about it.  
 
    This jungle, though, was a completely different story. With its vibrant colors and singing birds, the place looked like Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory but in plant form. I thought back to the first time I’d seen the jungle. Not the first time I’d been in it, because I’d been so worried about my daughter I’d hardly had a moment to take it in.  
 
    But the first time I’d really seen the bright yellow flowers, the blue vines, and the wide, green leaves that sparkled just slightly in the warm golden sun, I’d felt like I was at home. It looked like something straight out of a dream, and the explorer in me had done the happy dance. I knew Jemma had the same little explorer soul in her, and right about then, that part of her was jumping for joy as she craned her neck to stare up at the tops of the trees.  
 
    She slowly stepped forward, just to the edge of the jungle, and dipped her head to take a big whiff of a bright orange flower shaped like a rose, but was about ten inches in diameter.  
 
    I knew from experience those flower smelled like freshly baked blueberry muffins.  
 
    “Mmmm,” Jemma sighed as she sucked in the scent. Her bright eyes closed in appreciation, and she stood there in silence for a moment before they popped back open. “Okay, we may move forward now. I simply wanted to take it all in. I do not know when I will get to see a new place again.”  
 
    “You will get to see one whenever I do,” I told her with a grin.  
 
    “Thank you, Ben.” Jemma smiled.  
 
    We walked hand in hand into the jungle, and Jonas led the way. During the whole hike, Jemma’s eyes stayed as wide open as they possibly could. I wasn’t even sure the deer woman blinked once on the entire walk. She simply took in every single thing she could, from the pigeon like birds I loved to hunt, to the brightly colored blue jay like ones, to the many different types of jungle flowers that grew in the shade of the massive trees.  
 
    I kept my eyes out for any boars, or any of the jungle cats that like to sit up in the trees and leap down on unsuspecting visitors, only to try and rip their throats out. Of all the deer women, Jemma was the most fearless, next to Ainsley, but I knew even she would be freaked out by a surprise attack.  
 
    Finally, Jonas took a turn through a curtain of hanging blue vines, and then he stopped in front of a bright blue, flowing stream. The water was clear, and I could see a few areas close by that we could clear out to start a larger garden patch, but I let Jemma do her thing and decide if this was really the right place to grow anything.  
 
    “This stream is lovely.” The auburn haired woman grinned. “It reminds me of the one the tarrels frequent back home.” 
 
    “It does.” I grinned back at her.  
 
    Jemma walked around to the other side of the stream near the patches I’d already started to eye and bent down to feel the dirt. She closed her eyes and let some of the soft, brown earth run through her fingers for a moment.  
 
    Then she turned back to us.  
 
    “This is not the right place,” she sighed. “The earth is moist, but the nutrients have been taken from it. I believe these flowers must have extremely deep roots, and they have ruined the earth around them.”  
 
    Jemma pointed to a thorny bush full of purple flowers that dripped with moisture. I looked down to the earth around it, and I saw a few bumps in the dirt a little ways away from the bushes that looked like roots.  
 
    I knew the auburn haired deer woman was right, and I nodded.  
 
    “So, where do you think we should go?” I asked Jonas.  
 
    “I know of another stream,” he replied. “Those flowers do not grow near it, and it is nearer to the village. Will that work?”  
 
    “Perhaps.” Jemma nodded  
 
    “Then follow me,” the old man said before he led us down the mountain a little ways to flatter ground a bit closer to the village. The location was better considering the beasts that lurked in the jungle, although there was a little less space for the garden. If we wanted to expand, we’d have to cut down some of the flora that inhabited the area.  
 
    When Jonas stopped at the second stream, Jemma grinned the moment her fingers touched the soil.  
 
    “This will be the perfect place, Jonas,” she said. “The soil here is moist and rich with nutrients. We can grow a massive, healthy garden.”  
 
    “I am glad.” The old man smiled.  
 
    “Hey, Jemma, I want to show you something,” I said now that the garden plot location was taken care of. “Jonas, you can go back to the village if you’d like, unless you want to take a hike up to the very peak of the mountain? I don’t want to make you take the trek again, though, if you don’t want to.”  
 
    “I have not been up to the very top in years,” he replied with a wistful look. “I would love to see my world again.”  
 
    “Come on, then.” I grinned.  
 
    I mentally marked the place where we now planned to grow the garden, and then I made a quick plan of attack in my head as I led Jemma and Jonas back up the mountain and to the peak. We’d have to take a few days to clear out a large enough space and build some defenses around it to stave off any unwanted scavengers, but I knew we could have nice, healthy crops in just a few months.  
 
    “Thanks for coming,” I told the auburn-haired deer woman. “I probably would have just chosen the first place if you hadn’t been with us.”  
 
    “Then you would have had a sad crop this year,” the deer woman giggled. “I am glad I could be of such help to you.”  
 
    Jemma tucked her hand around my arm and gazed about as we climbed up the rockiest part of the mountain to the very peak.  
 
    For the second time, I saw a view that took my breath away. My reaction, though, was nothing compared to the audible, excited shriek that escaped Jemma’s lips when she saw the view.  
 
    We looked down upon sweeping green trees, with bright flowers that grew out of the tops. The blue jays and vibrant orange birds that called the jungle home swooped and soared over the emerald green leaves, and their chirps and songs filled the air. Beyond the jungle, we could see the village, and I could just make out the dark shapes of our town as the women dashed about and did their work for the day.  
 
    “There’s your home island,” I told Jemma as I pointed to the island in the distance, half hidden by some low hanging fog. “I saw it for the first time while I was up here, and I just knew I wanted to visit you next.”  
 
    “You could have gone to so many islands, but you found ours instead.” Jemma smiled. “And I am very glad for it.”  
 
    “Me, too,” I murmured and squeezed her hand.  
 
    We spent a quiet moment as we looked over the ocean to where we could see a few other islands in the distance. From up here, it was still a little hard to figure out just how big those islands were, but none of them seemed sizable enough to be home to the orcs. I was sure the island that housed the nasty creatures must be massive in size, since there were so many of them. If it wasn’t, then I was sure whatever city they lived in would have to be visible from a thousand miles away.  
 
    “Ben,” Jemma gasped suddenly. “What is that?”  
 
    She pointed a shaky finger off into the distance, where the ocean was completely clear and open.  
 
    Or at least, it should have been open, but just in front of the horizon, before the clear blue water melted away and became one with the sky, were three ships. They were clearly massive in size, and they would have been imposing based simply on that alone.  
 
    But their size wasn’t even the scariest thing about them.  
 
    As we watched, the ships seemed to shimmer and blink, like they were on the absolute edge of existence. Instead of the solid, dark color I would have expected from any ship made out of natural materials, they were a strange, dancing white color.  
 
    Like a ghost.  
 
    “Jonas,” I muttered as I pointed in the same direction as Jemma. “What the hell is that?”  
 
    “What is wrong, Ben?” Jonas asked. The old man was lower on the hillside, but he quickly started to climb up to where I stood. 
 
    I stared out across the water at the ships as they slowly came closer. They seemed to travel even more slowly than a normal ship of their size, which at once calmed me and infuriated me at the same time. Before I’d come to these islands, I would have been absolutely sure my eyes were playing tricks on me. Ghost ships didn’t exist. That was something straight out of a goddamn Pirates of the Caribbean movie.  
 
    But I didn’t disregard any theory before I knew the entire truth anymore. I’d seen and gone through far too many things that should have been absolutely impossible to write anything off.  
 
    So, I squinted and tried to make out more details of the three ships as they sailed forward, but even with my dragon vision, it was like the vessels flickered in and out of existence, like they were just on the edge between there, and not there.  
 
    Which lent even more to the idea they were fucking ghost ships. Half of me almost thought that was cool, but the other half of me knew anything like this was bad news. These islands had taught me if something looked off, it definitely was.  
 
    “Jonas,” I repeated more urgently without tearing my eyes away from the freaky ships. I wanted to watch them until I knew they either weren’t an issue, or until they went away.  
 
    “What are you looking—oh, my gods,” Jonas breathed as he reached my side.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    The tone of his voice sent a chill down my spine. The old man sounded scared. Out of all the insane things we’d dealt with since Marella had found Jonas in the jungle, he’d never once sounded scared of anything. Nervous? Yes. Worried? Hell freaking yes. But scared?  
 
    Never. The dude fucking walked into the jungle to commit suicide because he thought he was a burden to his family. 
 
    “Jonas, tell me you know what that is,” I urged.  
 
    The ships sailed onwards even more, and if they stayed on their current course, I knew exactly where they would be headed.  
 
    My island.  
 
    I made sure to keep my features as still as stone so Jemma wouldn’t get a clue these ghost ships made me nervous. The deer woman had all but shrunk into my side after Jonas had noticed the ships, and for the first time since the day I’d met her, I could feel Jemma shake in fear.  
 
    “Jonas, please, what are those?” she whispered in a hoarse voice.  
 
    “They are maldungs,” Jonas replied. His throat was so dry the words came out crackled, like the way it sounds when someone had been on a ventilator for days on end and was finally able to speak again.  
 
    Just as I was about to ask Jonas what the hell a maldung actually was, the ships disappeared.  
 
    As in, they were there one second, and then just gone the next. The ocean was once again completely clear, without a single sign of intelligent life. There wasn’t even a ripple on the water where the three massive ships had been seconds before.  
 
    “What the hell?” I swore again.  
 
    “Yes, they will do that,” Jonas sighed and rubbed at his wrinkled brow.  
 
    “What do you know about them?” I demanded.  
 
    I turned to look at the old man to find he wore a nearly vacant expression on his face. Then, all of a sudden, he started to sway, and I threw my arms out to catch him before he fainted and tumbled off the sharp grey rocks and into the jungle below. 
 
    This was obviously bad news.  
 
    “I need to sit down,” he murmured.  
 
    “Let me help,” I instructed.  
 
    Jemma helped me gently lower Jonas to a flat part of the rocks where we could sit and still see the eastern part of the ocean, and I kept one eye trained on the vibrant blue water where the ships had disappeared.  
 
    If they decided to come back into view, I wanted to be ready.  
 
    “I never thought they were real.” Jonas shook his head in disbelief, and his watery blue eyes had a faraway, vacant look to them as he thought about the ships.  
 
    “Are they another legend?” I asked as I chewed my lip nervously. I thought about the fact Mira had believed the sea monsters to be legends, until we’d been attacked by two of them.  
 
    “They are.” He nodded. “Although, I have to admit, since your arrival, Ben, I am starting to think of these stories less as legends and more as history.”  
 
    “Glad I could be the catalyst for change,” I laughed, but it came out a little hysterical, so I took a deep breath before continuing. “What’s the legend about the maldungs say?”  
 
    “Nothing good.” Jonas shook his head. “Long ago, before my people or Jemma’s people even existed, a different kind of creature populated these islands. They had vast technologies and massive cities, and they lived to conquer the seas. According to the legend, the islands were once all connected, one massive piece of land, that was eventually swallowed by water.”  
 
    “Really?” Jemma’s eyes went wide.  
 
    “Plate tectonics,” I mused and rubbed my chin. “That happens a lot.”  
 
    “Well, whatever the reason, the cities were rumored to have been swallowed up by the water, which is why we have no record of them,” Jonas went on. “But the people who lived in these cities were ruthless, sea faring folks who had no sense of empathy or love. They lived only to conquer. Which, as you can guess, will lead to great discord within any society. And that is what happened to their people.” 
 
    Oh, boy. I could tell wherever this story was going, it wasn’t good.  
 
    “Their leaders were hated, and three captains arranged a coup with their ship crews,” Jonas continued. “They decided they would overthrow the leader and gain power for themselves. Only, none of the captains were completely honest with each other. Each man had a secret plan to kill the others after the coup was complete and take power for himself. They did complete the coup, but when it came time to find one leader, the men all took to the sea, fighting amongst the three boats. They ran the entire ocean as they fought and destroyed many of Oshun’s great creatures in the process.”  
 
    “I bet Oshun was not happy about that,” I muttered. 
 
    “No,” Jonas said in a grave tone. “The legend says the gods were so angry with the three captains and their complete lack of regard for anyone else that they flooded the entire world with the great blue ocean, taking all three ships down with it.” 
 
    “Oh, my goddess!” Jemma gasped before she shuffled close to me and wrapped her slim body around my arm. “I have faith in you, Ben. You can defeat them.”  
 
    “Of course I can,” I murmured as I patted her arm.  
 
     “But before their ships could be overtaken, each of the captains had their crew take a potion that would transport them to a different plane of living,” Jonas continued. “Their physical bodies would die in the flood, but the spirits inside would live on in another form. This way, they could come back when the time was right, to finish conquering the world and taking their power. Their battle was not done until one would reign victorious over the others.”  
 
    “Great.” I grimaced. “So, we really do have a bunch of pirate ghosts to contend with. Does the legend say anything about how we defeat them?”  
 
    “No.” Jonas shook his head. “It is just a legend. Everyone loves a story that ends on a cliffhanger. No one wants to know the entire thing.”  
 
    “You’re right about that,” I sighed. “So, do you think they’re still an issue? Or do you think they’ve gone?”  
 
    Jonas looked back out over the ocean and tilted his head in thought.  
 
    “I do not know,” the old man admitted after a moment. “The legend does not say they will disappear at any time, so maybe we are in luck. Maybe the maldungs have been banished to the other plane forever and will no longer bother us.”  
 
    “Let’s hope,” I grumbled as I looked out over the sea again.  
 
    These ghost ships would come here, beach themselves on the shore, and probably attack, if Jonas’ tone was any indication. I could fight off orcs, wargs, and insane jungle cats, no problem. I wouldn’t even blink when faced with those.  
 
    But I had no idea how the hell I was supposed to fight ghosts that weren’t even actually alive. Could the fuckers even be killed? Or would they just come back, over and over again, until they’d managed to kill all of us.  
 
    As we climbed down from the peak and headed back down to the stream and the space where we would build our new garden, I couldn’t rid myself of the sense of unease that had crept over me the moment I saw the ships. I’d learned a few things since Jonas had made me crash land on the island, and the most important was the things that seemed easy never were.  
 
    So, if those ghost ships decided they wanted to try and resurrect themselves to finish out some millennia long feud and conquer the world, then they would have to think again. Because there was no way I’d let some long dead, power hungry idiots take over my island and assert their power.  
 
    This place was mine, and if they wanted to fight me for it, I’d sure as hell make sure they paid.  
 
    I’d just have to figure out how the fuck I was supposed to kill something that was already technically dead first.  
 
    To take my mind off this new crazy problem, Jemma and I cleared away some of the weeds and dead leaves in the area where we planned to build the garden, and we came up with a simple plan before we headed back down to the village.  
 
    The three of us resolved not to tell anyone about the madungs until we figured out whether or not they were really an issue. For all we knew, they’d disappeared and would never be seen again. Plus, because the two groups of women were still getting used to each other, I didn’t want to instill panic and fear in them through talk of old legends and undead sea captains with a thirst for conquering the world.  
 
    I fell asleep wrapped around Jemma’s slim figure to comfort her. The auburn-haired deer woman had tried her best not to show it, but for the rest of the day, I could tell she was unsettled. She’d tried to remain calm as we’d all relaxed around a warm fire before dinner, and she attempted to distract herself with conversation over the food, but I knew it hadn’t worked. During the entire meal, I caught her glancing back toward the ocean more than a few times as she tried to figure out whether or not the maldungs would come to attack us.  
 
    What I didn’t tell her was that I was doing the same thing. Women needed their man to be confident and sure of himself. They needed a rock to ease their fears. I had to be there for these women who’d lived so long with terror and now come to depend on me, so I decided to keep my worries to myself until it was actually something that needed to be handled. But still, all throughout dinner, Nerissa and Ainsley could tell I was distracted, even though I promised them it was nothing.  
 
    So, that night, as I tucked my children into bed and watched their little eyes flutter closed while they dreamed about their safe home and their loving family, I resolved not to let the thought of maldungs worry me any further. If they decided to attack, then that was what happened, and I would fight them off. But I knew there was nothing I could do right then to make sure they didn’t reappear and attack us, so I had to force my mind to give it a rest.  
 
    It was a problem for another day.  
 
    I laid in bed and looked out the window as I listened to Jemma’s soft post-lovemaking breathing. The sight of the dark blue ocean, not far from the castle, with the moon over it, calmed me even further, and there were no maldungs in sight that night.  
 
    The next day, Jemma and I brought Mira, Theora, Sarayah, and a few of the other deer women to the site we’d found for the garden, and the deer women instantly got to work. They told Mira and me where they needed the ground tilled and, since the two of us were much stronger and better equipped for that sort of labor, we turned over the dirt and created rows to plant seeds.  
 
    When the earth was ready, we planted a plethora of different vegetables and fruits in the ground. There were carrots and potatoes, as well as some coconut trees and banana trees, and lastly, Hali entrusted Mira with some of her precious seeds from the magical fruits the gryphons had gifted us weeks before. The redheaded cook had made her request as if it was a top secret mission to the moon, and Mira, as she always did, obliged.  
 
    The warrior pulled the brightly colored seeds out of her pocket to a chorus of oohs and aahs. Just like the fruit, the seeds were a bright, vibrant, almost unreal color, but unlike the fruit, the seeds were fuchsia pink. They were ovular and thick, like pumpkin seeds, and had been dried with the type of precision only Hali could bring to the table.  
 
    “Those look glorious,” Theora said as she carefully fingered one of the seeds. “What do they grow?”  
 
    “The most delectable fruit you will ever taste,” Mira sighed with a dopey grin. “And just wait until you see what Hali does with them. The woman’s a genius in the kitchen, but when it comes to the desserts she makes with these fruits, she may as well be a magician.”  
 
    “How exciting!” Brenna clapped her palms together and stared at the seeds.  
 
    After the deer women had finished planting the special seeds from Hali, we set about building a fence around the garden, and then a net enclosure over it. I knew the jaguar like jungle cats could jump extremely high, so I didn’t want to leave any bit of our garden vulnerable to them.  
 
    When all of that was over, the deer women sighed and admired their handiwork.  
 
    “You can all go get some rest,” I told them. “I’m going to take a little hike.”  
 
    I wanted to go back to the peak and check to see if the ghost ships were still there, or if they’d disappeared completely. As the women turned back toward the village, Jemma fell into step beside me.  
 
    “I will accompany you,” she told me with a soft smile. “It is very calming to be this high up, in a strange way. I do not know if that even makes sense.”  
 
    “Yeah, it does,” I laughed as I wrapped an arm around her shoulders.  
 
    It calmed me, too, to be able to see so far out. I’d always loved the ocean, but the one here was so much brighter and filled with more life. I could see whale-like creatures jump and play in the far off water, and birds soared overhead as they flew from island to island. 
 
    We climbed all the way to the peak, and I held my breath as we crested the very top of the mountain. I readied myself to see those enormous, ghostly pale ships, but thankfully there was nothing except clear, beautiful ocean below us. Not a single, maniacal ghost ship in sight.  
 
    We stayed there for a little while, until the sun started to hang low in the sky.  
 
    “We should get back,” I told Jemma. “The sun will set soon, and we’ve got a big day ahead of us tomorrow.”  
 
    “What are we doing?” she asked as she tilted her head curiously.  
 
    “I want to use the rest of the lumber to start reinforcing the huts we’ve already built,” I replied. “They might withstand the storm season this year, but I know if we add some wood in the right places, we could get another two or three years out of them before they have to be completely rebuilt. And by that time, we’ll have a great system in place for harvesting lumber and bringing it back here.”  
 
    The next day, the entire village was up bright and early to help me start reinforcing all of the buildings. We carted the last of the lumber into the center of the village, and then we divided into groups of both deer women and serpent women, so we could work quickly to get the buildings finished.  
 
    While some of us did that, Mira and Darya led a group of deer women back to the gardens, where they could help tend to them and try to speed up the growth process. We knew the small garden the dragonkin women had been using before wouldn’t be quite enough to sustain an additional fifty women for too long. The deer women, though they ate meat now, still ate far more vegetables and fruits than they did meat, and so I knew the supply of food would run out quicker than any of us had planned.  
 
    “Alright,” I said to the crowd of women as I stood next to the first hut in the village. I planned to use it as an example to help me explain to them exactly what needed to be done. “So, the most important thing to do is reinforce the most vulnerable parts of the structure. That means any of the flat parts of the wall. The corners and bottoms should be much less flexible, which means it’s a lot harder for any storm to knock them down. So, what we want to do is create an ‘x’ here on the face of the wall inside, to stop the bamboo from bending inward when the wind hits it.”  
 
    I showed the women how to secure the reinforcements to the bamboo, and what to look for to make sure all of the structures were completely sound and sturdy.  
 
    It took the group of us the entire day to finish all of the buildings, but when we were finished, I felt a sense of satisfied relief. I knew now the huts would stand up to multiple storm seasons, which meant I could rest more easily if I happened to be away on a trip. The women knew to hunker down in the castle for the worst parts of any storm, but I didn’t want the huts to be destroyed while I wasn’t there.  
 
    With the sun high overhead, I returned to the palace, sweaty, tired, and ready for some of Hali’s delicious meat. When I entered the doors, I was greeted by a very tired George.  
 
    “Hello, dear friend.” I grinned at him. “How are you? You look tired.”  
 
    Dear one, two children are exhausting, he chuckled. Thank the gods sea dragons grow so fast. I do not think I could keep up with them for much longer.  
 
    “I’m just glad I have a lot of help with mine,” I laughed. “Because I don’t think I could keep up with them, either.”  
 
    George tilted his massive blue head as he looked me over.  
 
    You look worried, he remarked. Is it because of the maldungs?  
 
    “You read my mind, huh?” I chuckled, and George nodded. “Yeah, it is. I don’t like not knowing things. The orcs are nasty and a major problem, but at least I know what to expect. With the maldungs, even Jonas is unsure. He seems worried, and that makes me even more worried. I just brought the women back to this island. We are far too vulnerable right now to deal with a band of ghost ships.”  
 
    George considered my statement for a moment, and I could feel, through our bond, that he was diving through the archives of his mind.  
 
    When we’d first bonded, George had shown me he knew all of the history of his kind. It was buried in his mind the same way DNA is buried in a human’s cells, only George was able to access that information whenever he needed to.  
 
    I see, the dragon sighed. It seems the maldungs were very threatened by my kind, dear one. Perhaps if they come, Nixie and I might be able to do our part and scare them off.  
 
    “And if they aren’t scared?” I asked him. “Got any tricks for killing something that’s undead?”  
 
    There is more to the legend Jonas told you, but I do not know what it is. George shook his head. Perhaps the old man has more information?  
 
    “He couldn’t remember anything else,” I sighed. “But maybe it’ll come back to him at some point. I need to get some food and get my mind off this. Thank you, George.”  
 
    Of course, my dear Ben. The dragon smiled toothily at me. Now, I must go find those unruly children of mine before dinnertime.  
 
    I watched the dragon amble back through the palace doors and head down toward the garden, where his dragon children were likely happily at play with all of my children. Then I turned toward the dining patio to see what wonderful food was being served for dinner.  
 
    “Ben, this meat is delicious!” Jemma exclaimed when I sat down next to her. “Where does it come from?”  
 
    I glanced over to see she held a fat chunk of dark, roasted boar meat, and I grinned. Boar meat was my absolute favorite.  
 
    “It’s from something called a boar,” I told her. “They live in the jungle. I can take you on a hunt for one, if you’d like.”  
 
    Jemma’s chartreuse eyes went wide, and she nodded vigorously.  
 
    “Please!” The deer woman grinned. “I want to learn all about the meat of this island. I have never tasted anything quite so rich and salty.”  
 
    All of the other deer women seemed to agree, and by the end of dinner, I had a little hunting party ready to go in the morning. Theora, Sarayah, and Brenna joined Jemma and me, and we headed into the jungle at the crack of dawn.  
 
    Just as Jemma had done her first time in the jungle, the other deer women looked around wondrously at all the new plants and animals we encountered.  
 
    I found some boar tracks pretty quickly, and we started to track it through the forest. The women kept their bows raised and at the ready, and I did the same with my sword. I knew the boars tended to burst out of the brush and dash at us, so I’d warned all of the women in advance. The last thing I needed was for any of them to freeze up from the surprise of it all.  
 
    “This place is beautiful,” Theora breathed. The dark-haired beauty had her bow raised, but she wasn’t looking where she aimed as she craned her neck to try and stare into the tops of the trees. “I wonder what it would be like to climb one of these trees.”  
 
    “Let’s get this boar, and then you can find out,” I told her with a grin.  
 
    That seemed motivation enough for the deer women, because they all quickly turned their attention back to the task at hand and quietly padded on through the forest.  
 
    Less than five minutes later, I heard the soft snuffling that signaled the boar was somewhere near, so I quickly put my hand up and indicated for everyone to stop. The deer women froze immediately, and we all waited as the snuffling grew a little bit louder.  
 
    Suddenly, a massive boar, with twisted yellow tusks and mean black eyes, burst forth from the green bushes in front of us and made a mad dash toward us.  
 
    “Fire!” I hollered at the women as I raised my sword in case the boar got too close. This was their hunt, though, and I wanted to see the look of absolute joy on their faces when one of them killed him.  
 
    Sure enough, Jemma’s arrow sailed through the air and pegged the boar right in its heart. The creature squealed and stumbled, then came to a halt right in front of us. Dirt kicked up under its massive body as the dead animal slid along the ground before it came to a stop right in front of Theora’s feet.  
 
    “This is an awfully ugly creature.” The deer woman grimaced.  
 
    “That was my arrow!” Jemma gasped as she turned to me with a broad smile. “I did it!”  
 
    “You did.” I grinned back at her. “Do you want to learn how to gut it?”  
 
    All of the women nodded vigorously, so we picked up the carcass, and I took it back with me to where Arrick’s pole still stood. I showed the women how to slice open the boar and spill its guts to the ground, then chop it into pieces so it was easier to carry.  
 
    When that was done, Jemma turned to Theora, Sarayah, and Brenna with an excited look on her face.  
 
    “We shall climb the trees, now,” the auburn-haired woman said, and they all took off toward the trees.  
 
    “Ben, come on,” Sarayah yelled over her shoulder. “You cannot leave us alone to do this. What if one of us is hurt?”  
 
    There was absolutely no way I could resist her big, green eyes, so I made sure the meat was tied up tightly, and then I took off after them all and up into the tops of the tropical trees.  
 
    The deer women still had an advantage on this playing field, and all four of them made it to the top before I did. When I got there, they all had already started to admire the luxurious view our perch afforded.  
 
    “Look, there is the village,” Brenna said, and she pointed about a mile and a half away, where the village sat nestled in the dirt, near the sand of the beach.  
 
    “That mountain is enormous,” Theora gasped as she turned to see the tallest peak on the island.  
 
    “Ben showed me what is up there,” Jemma said. “It is absolutely beautiful, Theora. We can see our home island from all the way up there!”  
 
    Jemma turned to grin at me, just as the breeze picked up slightly. The wind blew her soft tan skirt to the side, and it gave me a perfect view of her luscious, curvy ass. I could just barely see the lips of her pussy, barely covered by the thin strip of cloth she called underwear, and if we hadn’t been on a serious mission to get our gardens started, I would have ravished her right then and there.  
 
    “How does it look?” Sarayah demanded as if she was afraid the entire forest would have burned down in our absence.  
 
    Which, based on the orcs’ previous plans, wasn’t a completely off base fear.  
 
    “Beautiful.” Jemma grinned. “It looks beautiful. Especially from all the way up there.”  
 
    I listened happily as the women picked out different points on the island to admire and talked about how much they could see from the tops of the trees.  
 
    I did a little three-sixty from my perch on one of the branches, but froze when I turned back toward the ocean.  
 
    Out in the clear blue, calm ocean, where there wasn’t a cloud or fog in sight, I could once again see three massive, white, shimmery ships. They passed a huge rock about ten miles off the shore of my island, but they didn’t just pass by it. The third, smallest ship actually sailed straight through the rock. The midsection of the ship broke apart like fog around the object, and then it reshaped to perfectly form the ship again. 
 
    This time, though, instead of sailing the ocean on what seemed to be an aimless mission, the three ships looked like they were headed somewhere.  
 
    And a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach told me they were headed right for my home.  
 
    “Hey, Jemma, it’s getting a little late,” I called out to the woman as I turned back around and tried to conceal my nerves.  
 
    Jemma turned to give me a confused look, since the sun was still high in the sky, but her brows quickly unknitted when she saw what laid behind me.  
 
    “You are right. Ben,” She nodded and schooled her features so as not to alert the other women. “We ought to return to the castle with the meat, while it is still fresh.”  
 
    “But I was just beginning to really enjoy it up here,” Brenna sighed.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I placated her quickly. “We’ll come back up here soon. It’s just that boar meat doesn’t last nearly as long as tarrel meat. It has to be cooked fairly quickly.” 
 
    “Of course, Ben.” Brenna nodded and smiled at me softly. “We shall go.”  
 
    The deer women all climbed down, and thanks to both Jemma’s and my gentle prodding, none of them caught sight of the ghost ships on the horizon.  
 
    I turned back around to glance at the ghostly vessels one last time before I climbed down. They were still out there, sailing forward, and this time, it didn’t seem like they planned to disappear again.  
 
    It seemed the maldungs were a problem I’d have to address sooner rather than later.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Jemma and I managed to help the other women gather the boat carcass and head back to the palace without drawing the women’s attention to the ghost ships still on the horizon. Still, I watched them until they had disappeared from sight as our elevation got lower. They didn’t seem to be on a course toward our island, but the very fact they were still on the ocean made me extremely nervous. I wasn’t sure if they might abruptly change course and head in our direction at any moment. From what Jonas and George had said, the ghost ships were full of brutal conquerors, on the same level as the orcs were, but the orcs were flesh and bone, and they were also pretty damn stupid.  
 
    If everything the legend said was true, I highly doubted three ships filled with men capable of throwing a coup were anywhere near as dumb as all of the orcs were.  
 
    When we made it back to the castle, I pulled Jemma aside.  
 
    “We need to talk to the others about this,” I murmured to her. “I want to have a meeting with Nerissa, Ainsley, and Mira before I mention the ghost ships to anyone else. I need their opinions.”  
 
    “Of course.” Jemma nodded.  
 
    We headed down the hall and split up so we could gather all of the women in one of the meeting rooms. I found Nerissa and Mira in Nerissa’s bedchambers, and the two sisters were watching over a napping Arrick.  
 
    “He looks so peaceful when he sleeps,” Mira whispered as I walked in.  
 
    “But only when he sleeps,” Nerissa laughed. “This man is a little tyrant already.”  
 
    Despite my worries, I couldn’t help but chuckle at my son’s antics.  
 
    Nerissa’s soft, silver head popped up the minute she felt my presence. She turned with a smile on her face, but the expression quickly faded when she saw my own.  
 
    “Ben, what is it?” she asked.  
 
    “I need to talk with the two of you,” I replied. “Jemma’s gone to find Ainsley. Follow me.”  
 
    Without a word, both Mira and Nerissa followed me down the stone hallway and into one of the rooms none of us normally touched. It was a large chamber, just like all of our bedrooms, except instead of a bed and the usual effects of a person, the room was filled with a single, long table and eight chairs.  
 
    Jemma and Ainsley arrived at the same time we did, and the two deer women followed us into the room.  
 
    “Ben, what is going on?” Ainsley asked as she pressed a nervous hand to her stomach.  
 
    I turned to survey each of their faces. Mira watched me quietly and observed every move I made while she waited for me to speak. Ainsley had a slightly nervous expression on her face, though she tried not to show it, and Nerissa wore a mask of absolute calm. I knew, though, this was merely a facade she’d perfected in the years she’d ruled as queen. Only her vibrant eyes gave away the worried turmoil inside.  
 
    My stomach turned to know I had to give them news that would worry all of them, but I also knew there was no other choice. We needed to figure out what kind of a threat the maldungs posed, and how we could defeat it, should the need arise.  
 
    “Have any of you ever heard of the maldungs?” I asked as I got straight to the point.  
 
    Ainsley and Mira both shook their heads, but Nerissa didn’t move. The only indication I had that she’d even heard me at all was all of the blood suddenly drained from her face, and her normally pretty skin went completely pale.  
 
    “My father used to tell me stories about them,” she finally managed to say. “The ghost ships, he called them. Neither alive nor dead, but somewhere in between.”  
 
    “Yeah, those would be the ones.” I nodded.  
 
    “Ghost ships?” Mira demanded. “What in the gods is that? How can something be neither alive nor dead? You are either dead, or you are not. As far as I know, there is no in between.”  
 
    “That would, unfortunately, be wrong,” I sighed. “And I know this because I’ve seen them with my own eyes.”  
 
    “Where?” Mira gasped as she turned her wild gold eyes on me. “When? Why have I not seen them?”  
 
    “You weren’t with me,” I told her. “Trust me, you don’t want to have seen them. Those things are creepy as hell.”  
 
    “Fuckers of mothers,” the warrior murmured.  
 
    “I am sorry, Ben, but I must say I am a little confused,” Ainsley interjected as she looked between Jemma and me. “What do you mean, they are neither dead nor alive? How are they here, then?”  
 
    “That’s a good question,” I replied. “And I don’t actually have an answer for it. What I do know is Jemma and I have seen those things twice now, in as many days. And from what I understand, they haven’t been seen in thousands of years. Which makes me wonder why the hell they’ve come out now. I guarantee if they were a normal part of the oceanic landscape, someone would have seen them by now. They’re pretty hard to miss.” 
 
    “Did you ask Jonas about them?” Nerissa questioned.  
 
    “Yep.” I nodded. “He told me all about the legend, but he didn’t really know of any way to defeat them.”  
 
    “Do you think they are coming here, sister?” Mira asked as she assessed her older sister’s worried expression.  
 
    “They are conquerors,” Nerissa mused and furrowed her brow. “They go after any land they want, and any people they want. Unlike the orcs, they have no use for living beings. Instead, they just destroy whatever, or whoever, inhabits the land they want and take it for themselves. Which, I suppose, is a more humane way to do it all, depending on how you look at it.”  
 
    “Yeah, that is very humane,” Mira snorted before she turned back to me. “What do you believe we should do, Draco Rex?”  
 
    I thought over her question for a long moment as I contemplated our two plans of action.  
 
    Plan one was to tell everyone in the village about the ghost ships and make a whole town full of women nervous and on edge for an unknown amount of time while we just waited to see if the ghost ships would try to do anything unsavory.  
 
    Plan number two would be to keep the information mostly to ourselves and establish some sort of guard to keep watch for any of the ghost ships.  
 
    “I think if we tell the people, there will be panic,” Ainsley finally spoke up in a diplomatic tone, the one that had made me choose her to be president of the deer women in the first place.  
 
    “Ainsley is right, as always.” Jemma nodded. “I am afraid enough as it is. I cannot imagine how the rest of the women will feel.”  
 
    “Alright, so we keep it quiet for a little while,” I decided. “We need to tell a couple of women and set up some sort of guard. We also need to build a high tower to spot anything that’s trying to come for us.”  
 
    “Sela, Darya, and Zarya should be told of this,” Mira added. “And I believe we can ask Theora and Sarayah as well. They can all keep an eye out and sound the alarm if need be.”  
 
    “Good choices.” I smiled at the warrior. 
 
    “How do we build a high enough tower without attracting any attention?” Nerissa asked. “A new structure like that will certainly turn a few heads.”  
 
    I tilted my head as I considered the query. Nerissa was absolutely right, as usual. A new tower would bring up more than a few questions, but I also knew everyone’s minds were on the orcs right now. No one would suspect we needed to build some sort of enormously high tower in order to spot three ghost ships that had only been a legend up until this point.  
 
    “Let’s tell them we’re reinforcing our guard,” I replied. “We want to be extra cautious, now that we’ve got so many of our people on this one island, so we’re just adding in an extra tower.” 
 
    “Good plan.” Mira nodded.  
 
    “Jemma, can you go find Sela, Darya, Zarya, Theora, and Sarayah?” I asked.  
 
    The auburn-haired woman nodded and dashed off to go find our chosen guard women. When she returned twenty minutes later, the rest of us filled them in on what had happened.  
 
    “So, we are supposed to watch for white ships that do not look like solid objects?” Theora asked with her brown eyebrows knitted together. “That seems as if it should not exist.”  
 
    “Trust me, I was just as surprised as you are now,” I told her. “And I’ve seen a lot of stuff that shouldn’t exist since I landed here. But they were definitely real. We saw them twice already, and Jonas knows of the legends about them.”  
 
    “Alright.” The deer woman nodded seriously. “We will keep a lookout for these ghost ships. What do we tell the rest of the women?”  
 
    “Tell them we’re just being extra cautious about the orcs right now,” I said. “No need to cause unnecessary panic.” 
 
    A half an hour later, we were down at the guard wall near the edge of the village, and we started to construct the tower. I helped direct all the women to build the bamboo structure that would serve as our additional tower and give us a bird’s eye view of the ocean fairly far beyond the island.  
 
    The tower was slim, with four sturdy poles made of bamboo we’d lashed together, a peaked roof, and a single platform in the middle just big enough for two people. The twins, Darya and Zarya, had crafted a second horn from a coconut shell, and that was left up in the tower in case it needed to be used by the women to sound the alarm. My hope was it would be unnecessary, and that if the ghost ships did start to head toward us, we’d have enough time so I could explain what was going on to the rest of the women.  
 
    When the tower was finished, Darya, Zarya, and I took the first watch. The ghost ships were no longer anywhere to be found, but I didn’t let that fool me this time. I’d already been lulled into a false sense of security when they’d disappeared before. This time, I wanted to keep my guard up and remain on high alert, in case they did reappear.  
 
    Of course, I hoped they wouldn’t, but I had the distinct feeling they’d show back up again. And when they did, I planned to show the giant sea ghosts they wouldn’t have such an easy time taking over my island on my watch.  
 
    Later that evening, I found Jonas in his bedroom, on top of his bed with his eyes wide open as he stared up at the ceiling.  
 
    The moment I stepped into the doorframe, Jonas sat up and looked at me sharply.  
 
    “Hello, Ben.” He smiled.  
 
    “Hi, Jonas,” I replied as I cautiously stepped into his room and made sure no one else could overhear our conversation. “Listen, I was wondering if you knew anything else about the, you know, ships.”  
 
    “Ah, yes.” He nodded. “I noticed a new addition to our guard wall. Are you keeping an eye out for them?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I crossed my arms and leaned against the wall. “We picked out a team of some of the women to watch the ocean. They’ll be calm and keep their heads, but we’ll have some sort of warning if the ships decide to reappear again. Do you know anything about their plane of existence? Or maybe a weapon I could use to fight them off?”  
 
    Jonas squeezed his eyes shut and considered the question for such a long period of time, I actually wondered if the old man had fallen asleep sitting up. But, just when I was ready to prod him gently and make sure he was still conscious, his eyes flew open, and an excited glimmer danced through them.  
 
    “I do,” he replied. “They exist on our plane at times, but only very briefly, if I remember correctly. The ghosts can either sail around things that exist the way we do, or through them. When they sail around them, they have to touch our plane for a moment, but I am not sure it is enough time for you to fight them off.”  
 
    I recalled how the ship had sailed through the rock the other day. It had almost seemed to split apart and come back together around the solid object, whereas they all seemed to touch the water without issue.  
 
    “So, if I get them into our plane for long enough, I can fight them?” I clarified.  
 
    Jonas nodded slowly, but the squint in his eyes told me something bothered him.  
 
    “I am not sure which part is legend and which part is true,” the old man finally sighed. “I would love to assume it is all true, but I do not actually know. The story is an ancient one, beyond any time we have ever known, and we do not have any written stories to look at and make sure I am right. It was passed down orally.”  
 
    “That’s okay, Jonas,” I reassured him and walked over to pat his crooked knee. “If they come to this island, I’ll use whatever information I can get to try and fight these bastards off.”  
 
    I left Jonas to his meditation and traveled through the halls of the palace, which was abuzz with excited activity. All of the women seemed to be settling into the new normal quite well, and despite my worries, I smiled at the sight.  
 
    I passed Hali in the kitchen, along with Theora and a few of the deer women, and I watched for a second as the redheaded cook taught them how to make coconut bread. They kneaded the dough out on the counter, and then pulled it apart to roll out identical little rounds, which were then placed over the fire to cook.  
 
    In the garden, I watched as my kids ran around and played with each other and the water dragons. Marella, as usual, took charge of their game of pretend, and she ordered Arrick and her twin sisters around in a very general like fashion. She stood, with one small fist on her right hip and her chest puffed out in a very all important style, and grimaced while she gave her orders.  
 
    “Arrick,” Marella growled, in what I was fairly sure was meant to be an imitation of me, “reinforce that house. We can’t have them blowing down in the middle of storm season. What will you do if I’m not here?”  
 
    “Of course.” Arrick nodded furiously and scurried to reinforce his “house,” which was a pile of sticks and rocks that resembled more of a beaver dam than it did a hut.  
 
    Marella turned and caught my eye, and I received the biggest wave. Her bright purple eyes shone with happiness, but then she seemed to remember just what it was she was supposed to be doing, and she frowned as she turned back to her brother.  
 
    “They grow so fast, don’t they?” Talise murmured as she appeared next to me, with Careen’s daughter Oshuna in her arms.  
 
    “They do.” I nodded before I held out my hands, and she silently passed my youngest child to me.  
 
    I stared down into her wide, bright eyes, and grinned. Oshuna already seemed intelligent beyond her years, despite the fact the kid couldn’t even talk or walk yet. She gurgled happily and snuggled her weight into my chest, and Talise leaned over to nuzzle my arm as she also gazed down at the little baby I held.  
 
    “What you have done here is amazing, Ben,” she sighed as she turned her large blue eyes up to look at me and smile. “You have brought two different races together. Two different sets of women with opposite lives, histories, and ways of doing things. You should be proud of yourself.”  
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned back at her. “I haven’t thought of it that way.”  
 
    “I know,” the black-haired woman chuckled. “That is why I am telling you this.”  
 
    Talise rested her head on my shoulder, and the two of us watched as the children continued their imaginary game on the bright green grass.  
 
    That night, as I did my nightly rounds to check on all of my mates, I could hear Ainsley awake in her bed. It was nearly midnight, which was highly unusual for the blonde, especially now that she was pregnant and almost always exhausted.  
 
    So, I carefully peeked my head into the room to find the deer woman sitting straight up in bed. Moonlight poured through the open window, and I could see the soft glimmer of tears on her cheeks.  
 
    My heart instantly squeezed in on itself. I hated to see any of my women cry, but for Ainsley, it was especially jarring. She was always so composed.   
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked as I came into the room.  
 
    “Ben, oh, I am sorry, did I wake you?” She sniffled and wiped at her cheeks.  
 
    “No.” I shook my head as I walked over and sat down on the soft, bird feather mattress. “I was just checking in on everyone.” 
 
    Ainsley had pulled the thin blanket around her shoulders, but she didn’t seem cold. It was more like she clung to the material for comfort, so I quickly wrapped my arms around her and pulled her closer to me.  
 
    I imagined I could feel the very beginnings of a tiny bump in her stomach. Her pregnancy had progressed much slower than the dragon women’s, and while I was grateful for that, it was also a bit strange. I’d just gotten used to the sped up growth pattern of my other children, and now I was about to have one that grew more like a human child.  
 
    “Thank you,” Ainsley murmured into my chest. “I did not mean to make you come in here and take up all of your time.”  
 
    “Don’t say that,” I ordered. “You are never taking up all of my time. I care about every single one of you guys. And if you’re upset, then I want to help. What’s wrong?”  
 
    “I believe much of this is due to the changes this baby is bringing,” Ainsley managed to chuckle. “I am not normally so … ”  
 
    The blonde waved her hands in the air in lieu of the perfect words.  
 
    “Hormonal?” I laughed.  
 
    “What?” Ainsley cocked her head in confusion.  
 
    “When you’re carrying a baby, there are things in your body called hormones that start to change,” I explained. “And a lot of times this affects your emotions. Trust me, when my sister was pregnant with my nephew, she was like a complete nut job. One second she was laughing, and the next she was a sobbing mess.”  
 
    “Oh, my,” Ainsley laughed. “I hope I am not a mess like that.”  
 
    “You could never be a mess.” I grinned. “Do you want to tell me what’s wrong?”  
 
    “Nothing!” Ainsley cried out suddenly. “Nothing is wrong. That is the problem! I am so happy! It’s amazing!”  
 
    The strawberry blonde deer woman dissolved into tears and shoved her face into my chest, but it was all I could do to bite back the enormous laugh that wanted to rip free from me. Ainsley had the overdramatic air of any high school theatre kid, which would have been funny enough, if it wasn’t for the fact that I knew Ainsley was usually the complete opposite of being overdramatic.  
 
    Apparently, I didn’t hide my laughter well enough, though, because Ainsley’s head popped back up from its nest in my chest, and she glared at me with stormy blue eyes.  
 
    “What is so funny, Ben?” the strawberry blonde pouted.  
 
    “Nothing.” I tried to shake my head, but it didn’t work nearly as well as I’d hoped. “I’m not laughing at you, I swear!”  
 
    Ainsley’s eyes and mouth popped open wide.  
 
    “You are!” she gasped. The blonde tried to swat my chest as if she was actually mad, but I caught the wry smile she did her best to hide.  
 
    “It’s funny, admit it,” I urged her.  
 
    Ainsley crossed her arms over her chest and drew her soft, pink bottom lip into her mouth in an attempt to hide her laugh again, but it was no use. I knew she found the entire situation just as amusing as I did.  
 
    “Fine,” she sighed. “It is quite funny I seem to have no control over my emotions. I did not think this would happen to me when I got pregnant.”  
 
    “Ainsley, pregnancy is one of the things in life that never plays fair,” I replied.  
 
    “I suppose so,” she laughed. “I remember when my aunt was pregnant with my cousin and could not control her emotions. I was a child, but I promised myself I would never end up like that. And now look at me!”  
 
    She turned back to face me with her hands raised up into the air in defeat, and a few more tears streamed down her face, completely of their own accord. This time, I made no effort to hide my laughter.  
 
    “Come here,” I told her.  
 
    I turned to lay down on the bed, and Ainsley quickly snuggled in by my side. She rested her head on my chest and laid the blanket over both of us, and warm tears continued to stream down her face.  
 
    “How long does this last?” she grumbled.  
 
    “Not too long,” I reassured her, even though I had absolutely no idea if that was true or not. For all I knew, the poor woman could be a sobbing mess the rest of her pregnancy, in the same way Talise had been sick, or Nerissa had wanted sex nearly all the time.  
 
    Ainsley and I fell asleep curled up together, and at some point during the night, her tears finally stopped. When we woke, her eyes and nose were red and puffy, but she seemed to be in much brighter spirits.  
 
    “Well, I have decided that will never happen again,” she announced as she climbed out of bed and changed out of her night clothes. When she pulled off her shirt, I could actually see the small swell in her stomach. If I didn’t know the lithe woman’s body so well, it would have been completely invisible to me, but since I knew her stomach was almost always completely flat, the little bump was obvious.  
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled to humor her. 
 
    “What do you believe we will have?” Ainsley asked as she followed my gaze.  
 
    “I don’t care.” I shrugged. “As long as the kid is healthy and happy.”  
 
    “I feel the same way.” The strawberry blonde grinned.  
 
    I spent the rest of the day helping in the large garden plot we’d built in the jungle. There was a lot of planting to be done, but I could already see the beginning sprouts of some plants that had been seeded the very first day.  
 
    “Hmm,” Jemma hummed as she gazed at the garden with a serious eye.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked her.  
 
    Jemma was silent for a moment as she thought, but then she nodded to herself and walked over to where the empty baskets were piled near the corner of the garden. We’d used them to carry our seeds up to the plot of land.  
 
    “We need more nutrients for the plants,” she replied. “At home, we used tarrel dung to help feed the soil. It was rich in many wonderful things and helped our plants to grow big and strong. I believe we can use the dung of the boars to do the same thing here.”  
 
    “Jemma, that is a brilliant plan.” Netta grinned. “Nima and I will help you find some.”  
 
    “Hold on, I think I can do you one better,” I chuckled.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Jemma asked with a curious tilt of her head.  
 
    “I know some of Nerissa’s women had compost piles down in the village,” I explained. “Plus, George and Nixie have some very … potent fertilizer of their own. We can definitely use that here.”  
 
    “Oh, that sounds wonderful!” Jemma smiled and clapped her hands together.  
 
    “We will go collect that instead,” Nima chimed in. 
 
    The two sisters each grabbed pots of their own, and I was glad to see them happy and healthy.  
 
    “Keep your bows handy, you two,” I told them. “You never know what you might come across in the jungle.”  
 
    “Of course, Ben,” the sisters responded in unison.  
 
    “George, can you go with them?” I added, 
 
    Yes, dear one, the dragon responded. Then he rose from his spot in the shade of some of the trees and ambled after the redheaded sisters.  
 
    I grabbed my pot from Jemma, and the two of us turned to head into the jungle. Her bow was strapped to her back, ready to be grabbed at a moment’s notice, and my sword was in the scabbard at my side.  
 
    Jemma and I walked through the jungle for a few minutes as we scoured the ground for any signs of the boars.  
 
    “Do they have a place they like to congregate, the way the tarrels did?” she asked as she studied the jungle around us curiously.  
 
    “Not really.” I shook my head. “They’re scattered throughout the jungle. Sometimes, they’ll come down a ways, closer to the palace, but it’s very rare to see them all in one place.”  
 
    “Interesting,” Jemma murmured as she took in the information. She was always very curious about the serpent women’s island and how it worked, and I could tell she’d be just as curious about any new place she visited.  
 
    We hadn’t gone all that much farther into the forest when I heard the tell tale screech of one of the large jungle cats.  
 
    “What is that?” Jemma hissed as we both froze.  
 
    I paused, with my finger to my lips, and just listened. The last few days in the jungle had been relatively easy, given that we hadn’t seen even one of the massive, striped cats, but I knew that would only last for so long.  
 
    Suddenly, there was a rustling in the trees above us, and my head snapped up just in time to see two massive cats as they leapt down on top of us.  
 
    “Jemma, duck!” I shouted.  
 
    I saw the auburn-haired deer woman duck and roll out of the corner of my eye, and I was about to turn to help her when I felt a sharp claw slice through the skin of my upper right bicep.  
 
    In one swift move, I yanked my sword out from its scabbard and spun to face the cat, right as it tried to take another wild swing at me.  
 
    “Not today, sucker,” I spat. I blocked the swing with my sword and felt the blade slice open the cat’s meaty paw. It fell back with a loud roar as bright red blood gushed from its claws.  
 
    Slowly, the cat backpedaled a little bit. It hopped from side to side as it tried to keep the weight off its damaged paw, but I didn’t bother to give it a chance to regain its senses before I raised my sword and sprinted toward it. I aimed right at its huge, diamond shaped head with its alert green eyes and giant saber teeth. 
 
    The cat weakly attempted to block my assault with its other paw, the undamaged one, but it was too off balance to really do much damage. I ducked its wild, haymaker swing and stabbed my sea glass sword upward, right into its heart.  
 
    A screech left its lungs at the spark of pain, but its cry was quickly cut off as the creature froze.  
 
    I didn’t have a moment to think, though, and I spun around in search of Jemma, who had been assaulted by a cat of her own.  
 
    My worries were quickly put to bed when I saw the auburn-haired deer woman with one foot planted proudly on the massive, dead cat. There were three arrows stuck in it: two in its heart, and one in one of its eyes.  
 
    “I’m impressed.” I grinned at her proudly.  
 
    “Thank you.” The deer woman nodded before she let out a breath and looked back down at her kill. “This is even more terrifying than a fycan.”  
 
    “It’s just bigger,” I replied. “The fycans are much smarter, if you ask me.”  
 
    “Well, I do not care whether or not these creatures are smart.” She shook her head. “I do not believe I want to run into one again.”  
 
    “In this jungle, that’s a hard thing to do,” I laughed. “Come on, let’s go find some manure.”  
 
    We finished our trek through the jungle and made it back to the garden with two baskets full of boar shit. The stuff stank, but I was pretty sure that was a good sign. From the little I knew about farming, the stinkier poo meant it was more filled with nutrients.  
 
    When we arrived back at the palace, dirty and tired from our day of planting, Netta, Nima, and Jemma immediately headed down to the bathing rooms to wash off the day.  
 
    I, on the other hand, was about to do the same when Nerissa called my name.  
 
    “My king!” the queen greeted as she strode quickly toward me. “You must come with me.”  
 
    “Is everything okay?” I asked.  
 
    “Marella had a vision,” she murmured, so I could tell from her tone this was not a good thing.  
 
    So, I quickly followed Nerissa back into her bedroom, where my bright eyed little girl sat on the bed, with her eyes focused on the door as she waited for me to come in.  
 
    A soft smile lit up her face when I came into the room, and she instantly shuffled across the bed and reached out for me.  
 
    “Daddy, I had another vision,” she informed me in a serious, way too grown-up tone.  
 
    “So I’ve heard,” I chuckled. “What did you see this time?”  
 
    “Big white ships,” she said, and her eyes went wide as she remembered what she’d seen. “They were massive, Daddy, and they sailed over the land like it was the water. Only, the big men on board weren’t regular people, like you and me. I couldn’t do this.”  
 
    Marella reached out and poked my side with one of her small fingers.  
 
    “You couldn’t touch them,” I clarified. “That would be because they were ghosts.”  
 
    “Yeah.” She nodded seriously. “And they were fighting with you all. There was so much noise, and they had these big canons that went boom!”  
 
    “Were the canons doing any damage?” I asked with a frown. “Or did they just sail through stuff the way the ships did?”  
 
    “No,” Marella sighed and shook her head. “It was like they could make the canons hurt people. One second, I couldn’t touch anything, and then the next second there was a big boom, and everything exploded around me!”  
 
    “Shit,” I murmured. “Did you see anything else?”  
 
    “No,” she whispered and dropped her eyes in disappointment. “I don’t know what else is going to happen, but I know the ships are going to come here and fight you, Daddy, and they’re very angry.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Marella fell asleep not too long after she told us all about the vision she’d had. Talise was there as well, since the little girl had woken her out of a dead sleep to insist her mother come to find Nerissa and me.  
 
    “What does this mean?” Talise asked as she carefully stroked our daughter’s hair. “Do you know when the fight is going to happen?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “The ships keep appearing and disappearing. There’s no rhyme or reason to it, so we can’t predict when they’re going to decide it’s time for a big fight. So, we set up the extra guard tower to watch out for them.”  
 
    “I thought you had another reason for doing that,” Talise chuckled. “I suppose all we can do is wait.”  
 
    “And try to prepare,” I responded. “I don’t know how to fight off a ghost ship that gets to choose when it’s solid and when it’s not.”  
 
    “There has got to be some answers in the legends somewhere,” Mira mused. “Ben, should we take the dragons down to the lagoon where you heard Ladonis’ voice after your very first bond? Do you think that might be able to get us some answers?”  
 
    “Possibly,” I replied to Mira, so I reached out with my mind to feel for George’s presence.  
 
    I am here, dear one, he responded when I felt him. What is it?  
 
    “Mira had a good idea,” I told him, and I made sure all of them could hear me, including Mira and Nixie. “She wants to know if you’d be able to connect with Ladonis again, the way we did after we bonded. Maybe we could get some answers that will help us defeat the ghost ships before they try to conquer us.”  
 
    I do not believe so, the dragon responded. I believe he passed on to the next world… but I may know of a way we can contact Oshun.  
 
    “The god?” Mira gasped, and her gold eyes nearly bulged out of her head. 
 
    Yes, dear one, Nixie responded.  
 
    “We’ll go in the morning,” I told them.  
 
    “Does George have answers?” Nerissa asked when she could tell Mira and I had finished our mental conversation.  
 
    “He might,” her sister replied. “We will try in the morning.”  
 
    “I’d also like to set up a new government system,” I added.  
 
    I’d been deliberating for a few days whether or not I wanted to try and implement a whole new system, but I realized it was a good way to help blend the cultures even more and create something uniquely us.  
 
    “That is a good idea, Draco Rex.” Nerissa nodded. “We shall convene on that tomorrow, after you and Mira have gone to the lagoon to hopefully solve our ghost ship problem.”  
 
    We all parted ways, and I slipped into Nerissa’s chamber to give my lovely queen some one-on-one attention for the night. As always, Nerissa was perfectly calm and levelheaded about the possible impending danger.  
 
    “Ever since you have come to this island, Ben, everything has changed,” she murmured as we cuddled up together, naked, with our warm skin touching.  
 
    “You think things have changed,” I snorted. “What about for me?”  
 
    “Your life has changed the most, no doubt,” she laughed. “But I am finding all of these legends and stories we were told as children are actually true. That is both amazing and terrifying all at the same time. You have traveled to another island and brought back a completely new species of women, and now we are contending with ghost ships and a fight we do not know how we will win.”  
 
    “You sound excited,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I am,” she replied. “If this activity is not exciting to someone, I would be curious to find out what is.”  
 
    “Touché.” I nodded.  
 
    “Two shay?” she asked.  
 
    “Just another strange expression from my world, in another language, even,” I laughed. “I don’t think Ainsley’s people would quite hold the same opinion as you, though.”  
 
    “They are simply different.” The queen shrugged. “Our entire lives, my people have been taught to be brave and to fight. I can tell these other women received a very different message, until you came along, of course.”  
 
    “That’s true,” I mused as I stared up at the ceiling. “I’m really glad everyone is coming together so well. It’s really starting to feel like one big community, and I’m very glad for it.”  
 
    “I am, as well,” Nerissa mumbled. “I am beginning to feel like we have a kingdom again, the way we did before the orcs invaded. And I owe it all to you, Ben.”  
 
    The queen peered out at me from under thick, black lashes, and she looked like the most beautiful creature in the world.  
 
    “You are very welcome,” I murmured as I leaned forward to press our lips together.  
 
    A sultry, sexy moan whispered out of her, and her hands instantly came up to tangle in my thick hair.  
 
    Within seconds, Nerissa had tilted her head back to allow me access to her beautiful, dark, smooth skin, and I peppered her with tiny kisses and nipped and sucked in all the right places. I’d learned all of the little buttons that sat along her skin, hidden from anyone else’s sight. She loved the little space where her jaw met her ear, and the hollow of her throat just above her chest, and I made sure to pay close attention to those spots.  
 
    Meanwhile, I slowly explored her body with my hands, and I reveled in the soft whispers and moans my queen let out. The noises were so quiet they were almost imperceptible, but I knew what to listen for.  
 
    Suddenly, Nerissa flipped us over so she could straddle my waist, and a devilish grin spread across her lips wide.  
 
    “I want to ride you tonight, my king,” Nerissa moaned as she leaned back, pulled her dress over her head, and exposed her entire body to me. “I let Careen have you first since you weren’t able to be there for the birth of Oshuna, but now I want to ensure we have another child together, too.” 
 
    Moonlight fell across her dark nipples and turned them ghostly in the night, and I groaned as my cock throbbed within its confines.  
 
    “Your wish is my command, my queen.” I grinned.  
 
    I quickly lifted my hips and yanked off my pants, and my dick sprang forth, huge and hard, ready to let Nerissa have her way with me. Then I slid my hands over her taut stomach, and the warmth of her skin radiated over the pads of my fingers like sunlight on a chilly day.  
 
    The seductive grin Nerissa wore on her face as she positioned her dripping pussy lips over me was nearly enough to make me cum right then and there.  
 
    “Fill me with your seed, Ben,” she whispered. “Bless me with another child. My womb is ready.”  
 
    With that murmured need, the queen sank down over my cock, and both of us gasped and moaned, overcome with the sheer pleasure of the moment. I closed my eyes as her glorious hips started to propel her up and down over my dick, and the feeling of her warm, wet pussy as she rode me was like I’d just ingested liquid gold.  
 
    This was heaven.  
 
    Nerissa rode me for as long as she could. The queen was talented in so many ways, but her work in the bedroom was above and beyond. No human woman could have ever held a candle to my queen, and she rocked back and forth with her hands on my chest while she moaned so loudly I was sure she could be heard on the other islands.  
 
    I kneaded her ass in my hands as I started to feel the tightness in my balls. Soon, I took a little more control, and I pushed her hips up and down over me at lightning fast speed. The sound of our love filled the room, wet and loud, and I wanted a music file filled with that noise, just so I could listen to it over and over again.  
 
    “Gods, yes,” I gasped out when I came inside of her. I felt my seed shoot forward, hard, fast, and all the way into Nerissa’s cervix, and the queen seized around me.  
 
    “Ben, yes, please!” she hollered. “Fill me with your seed, Ben!”  
 
    I did. I filled her with everything I had to give, and it was minutes before the two of us came down from our highs enough to curl up side by side, skin against skin, and enjoy the presence of each other.  
 
    “I hope we have a little girl,” Nerissa murmured as she stroked my chest, and I grinned at the thought of a baby girl with Nerissa’s eyes and my hair. 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    As we drifted off to sleep, I started to devise a plan for our new government system in my head, but I only got the bare bones of it down in my head before darkness took me.  
 
    The next morning, Mira crept into Nerissa’s room and woke me up before the sun had even had the chance to shine a few of its golden rays over the mountain.  
 
    “Good morning, my king,” the warrior murmured, careful not to wake her slumbering sister.  
 
    “Morning.” I smiled up at her as the last rays of pale white moonlight cascaded over her deep green hair.  
 
    I carefully slipped out of Nerissa’s grasp and off the mattress, and I took extra precautions not to shift the bed too much and wake her up.  
 
    Then Mira and I padded out of the castle to the front, where George and Nixie already awaited us. The four of us slipped through the shadows as rays of morning light began to make the earth glow a soft golden color, and we went down to the lagoon where George and I had first bonded.  
 
    I’d forgotten how massive it was. I hadn’t been back since the day George had bonded with me, when I’d been in so much searing pain I was absolutely convinced I was about to die.  
 
    If only I could go back and tell that man what he was about to get himself into, and the adventure his life was about to become.  
 
    Mira and I stood on the rock that overlooked the blue water as it churned, flowed below us, and fed into the ocean.  
 
    “So, what do we need to do?” I asked George.  
 
    The giant dragon peeked over the edge of the water, back at Mira and me, and then over at Nixie.  
 
    “What is it?” Mira asked as she narrowed her eyes at the dragons.  
 
    I am not sure this will work, he started carefully, but I believe if you imbue the scale of the dragon you are bonded with, your godly connection is enhanced.  
 
    “Imbue the scale … you mean we have to eat one of your scales?” Mira gasped, and she seemed horrified at the thought.  
 
    Do not worry, dear Mira, Nixie chuckled. Dragons shed scales often. It will not hurt us.  
 
    Mira glanced at me, but all I could do was shrug. A shot at this was better than nothing, and if anyone would have answers for us, it would definitely be a god.  
 
    “Let’s chow down, then,” I announced.  
 
    George and Nixie each started to shake and jump about as they tried to knock off any loose scales. After a few seconds, a shimmery blue scale fell from George’s shoulder, and a bright pink one slipped out of Nixie’s tail.  
 
    “Well, here goes nothing,” I said as I picked up George’s scale, and Mira picked up Nixie’s.  
 
    We shared a nervous look, and then each took a single bite.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what I expected a dragon scale to taste like, but it was absolutely nothing like what I got. Instead of a hard, crunchy bone, I bit down into a soft surface that had the consistency of freshly baked bread. And it didn’t taste bad at all, either. George’s dragon scale tasted like a petal from an edible flower.  
 
    I carefully chewed my first bite and then took a second one for good measure before I turned to George.  
 
    “How do I know if it’s working?” I asked him.  
 
    I suppose, dear friend, we will just have to see, the dragon replied.  
 
    Come on. Nixie gave us a toothy white grin before she galloped off the edge of the rock and splashed into the water below.  
 
    We must follow our women, huh, Ben? George chuckled before he followed the exact same path his mate just had.  
 
    Mira quickly stripped off her shoes and pants to reveal her toned, muscular legs before she did a perfect dive right into the waters below.  
 
    I took my shoes, pants, and shirt off as well, and I left only the white boxers I’d asked Careen to make me long ago.  
 
    “Look out!” I called out before I took a running leap off the rock and cannonballed into the water below.  
 
    The second I hit the surface, a warm, fuzzy feeling suddenly filled me, as if someone had bottled up sunshine and poured it directly into every single cell in my body.  
 
    You have come for answers, a deep voice reverberated throughout all of our minds.  
 
    Shock zapped through me like an electrical current. A lot of crazy things had happened to me since I appeared on this island, but speaking to a deity was certainly the strangest.  
 
    Mira looked like her eyes would pop out of her head as she glanced over at me and swum a little closer, with Nixie at her side.  
 
    Yes, George said in our connection. We wanted to know about the maldungs, and what to expect from them. 
 
    Ah, Oshun sighed. Yes. I had to teach them a lesson a very long time ago, but I am afraid they have not learned it yet. Here, let me show you. 
 
    Instantly, the water around us disappeared, and it was as if we were transported to a completely different world. I knew from the bird’s eye view we had that we looked down upon what the land had looked like long ago, before the ocean had flooded it. I could see the peaks of mountains in the same places islands now stood. The land itself was shaped like a crescent moon, and in the valleys of it, we could see enormous structures and buildings, like little cities. They actually reminded me of New York or San Francisco back on earth, but in the nineteenth century, and not the modern day.  
 
    As we watched, the three ships I now recognized as the maldungs approached the shore. Their enormous canons started to go off, and they were aimed right at the city in the center of the land mass, right next to what would now be our home island.  
 
    Suddenly, a massive tidal wave roared up from the sea behind the three ships. The wave took over everything as it smashed across the three ships and roared over the crescent moon shaped land to fill the valleys and cities with water. Within seconds, everything was submerged.  
 
    Slowly, though, the white ghost ships rose from the sea. They were no longer solid wood, though, and I recognized the same ghostly white color I’d grown used to.  
 
    Then, just like that, the maldungs vanished.  
 
    The ships were supposed to be destroyed, Oshun’s voice spoke again as the image before our eyes disappeared, and we returned to the lagoon once more. But they had tools we did not know about, tools that turned them into what they are now. Those tools are now buried within their old cities, though, where they cannot be reached. But you must defeat the maldungs, Draco Rex, and you must go forth to help the rest of our world. You are the most important being since the days the gods roamed the earth. You will change this world, Ben from Earth.  
 
    And just like that, I felt the connection disappear again, and the deity was gone.  
 
    I’d been underwater long enough now, and my lungs burned. Quickly, I kicked my way up to the surface and gasped in a gulp of air at the same time Mira did.  
 
    “We … we just spoke to a god,” Mira breathed, and her gold eyes were wide, but almost vacant, as if she still saw what laid beneath the water.  
 
    “Yeah,” I snorted. “I never thought that would be something either of us said.”  
 
    “Me, neither,” she chuckled. “I have prayed to Oshun so many times. To hear his voice in my ear makes me feel even more blessed.”  
 
    “You and me both,” I replied before I got down to the matter at hand. “So, whatever we need is buried in their underwater cities. That’s not much help to us.”  
 
    Mira bit her lip and nodded.  
 
    “We will find another way, Ben,” she promised. “I am sure there is something that can defeat the ghost ships, something we can access on land.” 
 
    “I have never wished for a submarine more in my life,” I laughed. “Even if it would make me claustrophobic as hell, we’d be able to dive deep and get those tools we need.”  
 
    Mira, George, Nixie, and I chewed over what Oshun had shown us as we returned to the castle. It was helpful to know there was a way to defeat the ghost ships, but we still didn’t have a way to access it, since it was buried far underneath the ocean’s surface. 
 
    “Jonas!” I called out as we entered the palace, and the old man poked his head out of the doorway to the kitchen and smiled at us.  
 
    “My, you all are quite the sight,” he chuckled. “What happened?”  
 
    “We went to the God’s Lagoon and spoke with Oshun,” I explained.  
 
    “You … what?” the old soothsayer asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I said and waved my hand dismissively, “but Oshun told us about the tools the maldungs used to turn themselves into ghosts. Apparently, though, everything is buried miles and miles below the surface of the ocean. Which means it’s either going to be a mission straight from hell, or a terrible option. Do you know any way we could get these tools?”  
 
    Jonas chewed on his lip, closed his eyes, and thought for a moment.  
 
    I’d learned not to interrupt the old soothsayer when that intense expression crossed his face. The man’s brilliance laid in his silence.  
 
    “I might,” he finally said, but I could see in his eyes that he wasn’t sure. “However, I’m afraid my memory is not what it used to be. I must enlist Talise’s help to concoct a potion that will help this old man unlock memories buried deep in the past. Give me two sunrises, and I believe I will have an answer for you.”  
 
    “Two sunrises.” I nodded. “Thank you, Jonas.” 
 
    It wasn’t ideal, since we had no idea when the maldungs would return, but it was a lead and a possible solution, so I’d take it.  
 
    I knew I couldn’t speed up Talise or this magical potion, so I decided I needed to turn my focus to my community of women. We needed to fortify the village and organize our forces, but I realized we needed to have a discussion about our government system first. We wouldn’t be effective against the maldungs if we didn’t consolidate the deer and dragonkin women into one “army,” so that was my first step.  
 
    A few hours later, Nerissa, Mira, Jemma, Ainsley, Talise, and I all met inside one of the old meeting rooms toward the back of the palace. Soon after, Sela joined us with an update from the wall.  
 
    “There is still no sign of the ghost ships,” the warrior informed us. “We have been on a rotating watch for the last two days.” 
 
    “Thank god,” I muttered as I sunk in my seat.  
 
    “Is it possible they have decided not to bother us?” Sela asked.  
 
    “No, cousin.” Talise shook her head. “Marella’s visions are never wrong.”  
 
    “Then we should make more sea glass spears for the deer women, my king,” Sela suggested as she turned to me. “Something they can carry along with their bows, in case we are in a close contact fight. I watched Theora practice her archery the other day, and while they are talented, I am worried a bow will not be enough in a battle against these enemies.”  
 
    “You’re right.” I nodded. “We’ll get started on that as soon as possible. Good job, Sela.”  
 
    “Thank you, Draco Rex.” The gray-blue haired dragon woman nodded once at me, turned on her heels, and walked out.  
 
    “Will I ever get her to relax?” I joked. The only time I’d ever seen the warrior actually let her guard down was when we had sex, and even then, she’d been more focused on getting a baby inside her than anything else.  
 
    “Let me know when you figure out how to make that happen,” Mira snickered. “I have known that woman all my life, and I have never seen her without perfect posture and a frown on her face.”  
 
    We all sat down around the table as the chit chat fell away, and the women all got serious.  
 
    “How would you like to set up a government, Ben?” Nerissa asked. “I believe you should still be at the top, as Draco Rex.”  
 
    “Oh, trust me, I’m always on top.” I winked at her and enjoyed the soft eye roll and blush I received in return. “Yes, I agree about that, but what I think we need to implement is some sort of democratic system. Ainsley’s people aren’t exactly used to one person making all the decisions the way you guys are.”  
 
    “Do you not discuss things before you vote on them?” Jemma’s eyes went wide as she stared at Nerissa.  
 
    “No,” the queen replied. “And we normally do not vote. At least, we didn’t in the old system. But Ben is right, it is time for a new system to be put in place.”  
 
    “I think we should set up liaisons between us and the rest of the women,” I said. “Talise and Mira can handle the dragonkin women, and Jemma can handle her people.”  
 
    “Ben, we do not want that,” Ainsley suddenly interjected, and the strawberry blonde glanced to Jemma, who nodded in agreement.  
 
    “What part?” I asked.  
 
    “All of it,” Jemma replied.  
 
    “Wait … what?” I frowned and looked between the two deer women.  
 
    “I know you’re trying to be considerate of our people and our traditions, Ben,” Ainsley said with a smile, “but our traditions didn’t work. In fact, they nearly caused the extinction of our race. If it wasn’t for you, we would have perished. So, we would like you to be in charge. You are Draco Rex, the king.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s for Nerissa’s people,” I pointed out.  
 
    “Our people,” Nerissa corrected as she reached out and took my hand. 
 
    “Exactly.” Ainsley nodded. “And are we not your people, too, Ben?” 
 
    “Of course, you are,” I quickly assured her. “I just thought—” 
 
    “I know,” Ainsley cut me off. “You are a good man, Ben, and you want what is best for us. But I believe this is what is best for all of us. So, we want you to be the one in charge of everything.”  
 
    “So … you don’t want a say in your government?” I clarified, even as my chest filled with excitement at the prospect of being the sole ruler of these gorgeous women.  
 
    “We trust you with our lives,” Jemma added as she regarded me with uncharacteristic seriousness. “You are the one ruler, Ben. Just tell us what you want us to do, and we will do it.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said as a broad grin spread across my face. “I am happy to be the king. You guys can advise me, if you want, but I’ll make all the final decisions.”  
 
    Even before the words had left my mouth, I knew it was the exact right thing to do. The women were right. I was the king. I should be the one who made all of the decisions.  
 
    With the matter of our government settled, it was time to turn my attention to the village. I knew I needed to keep manning the guard tower day and night, so we could keep watch over the ocean and raise the alarm if the ghost ships appeared. I hated that we were stuck until Jonas’ memory potion was done, but there was nothing to be done but to wait and prepare.  
 
    However, even though I wanted to keep vigilant, I also wanted to keep the village running smoothly and all of the women calm. The last thing I needed was mass panic on my newly crowned self’s hands.  
 
    So, over the next two days, while we waited for Jonas’ memory potion to be ready, I shifted my focus between the gardens, the huts, and the guard tower up on the wall. So far, the ghost ships hadn’t reappeared again, but I refused to let my guard down. Talise was absolutely right. Marella had never been wrong about a vision. I wasn’t completely sure just how her foresight worked, but I knew it was derived from some sort of powerful magic that wouldn’t lie to us or lead us astray. After all, she’d been right about Jonas and Ainsley, so I knew my daughter was right about this.  
 
    Three days after our first council meeting to decide on the structure of our government, Jemma and I were up in the guard tower as we watched over the placid ocean.  
 
    “Ben,” Jemma broke the silence gently.  
 
    “Yeah?” I asked and turned to her with a smile.  
 
    “What other people do you think are out there?” she asked as she pointed a finger toward the ocean and whatever laid beyond the horizon.  
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “The orcs sound like they’ve got a lot of islands they’re either conquering, or trying to conquer. There were plenty on the map I found in the orc rowboat, but it didn’t really indicate which ones had people on them or not.”  
 
    “Do you think any of them are untouched by the orcs?” Jemma asked, and her chartreuse eyes glimmered hopefully.  
 
    We both knew the answer to that question, though. There was no way any people had managed to escape the terror of the orcs. With what I knew about the brutal nature of their king, I was sure they would have been sent to every single island to find out if it could be conquered. Hell, they probably would have even conquered an empty island, just for the hell of it.  
 
    “I doubt it.” I shook my head. “They’re too greedy to leave anything alone.”  
 
    “Of course,” Jemma sighed, and the auburn-haired woman looked down and played with the hem of her shirt as she tried to hold back tears for all of the cultures that had been ravaged by the brutal monsters.  
 
    “Hey,” I murmured and slipped my hand over hers to stop their nervous movement. “We’re going to stop them, and I’ll make sure they can never hurt anyone again. And when I’m done, we’ll have an entire community of women that you can befriend. There will be so many different cultures and people, it’ll be like a crash course in world events.”  
 
    “And children!” The deer woman grinned. “Lots of children.”  
 
    “And how many of them will be ours?” I asked her as I stroked my thumb over her wrist.  
 
    “I don’t know.” Jemma furrowed her brow and thought about the question. “Six.”  
 
    “Six?” My eyes went wide as I thought about Jemma having to go through labor six times. “Are you ready for that?”  
 
    “Absolutely,” she giggled and flashed me a blinding, adoring smile. “I’d have your children for the rest of my days, if I could.”  
 
    A faraway look entered her eyes, and she pursed her lips in thought.  
 
    “I can see you thinking,” I chuckled. “You’ve got a terrible poker face.”  
 
    “A what?” she giggled.  
 
    “It means your emotions are written all over your face,” I explained. “Remind me to make you some cards, and I’ll teach you how to play.”  
 
    “Alright.” Jemma nodded before she ducked her head and blushed. “Well, I am just wondering when I will receive the dream from the goddess Nira, the way Ainsley did.”  
 
    “When you’re ready for it,” I assured her. “Maybe you’re meant to travel the world right now, like we talked about. But if that ever changes, and you want to stay home with the kids, you let me know.”  
 
    “Of course.” Jemma grinned. “You know everything about me, Ben.”  
 
    “Good,” I said, and I leaned forward to kiss her soft, warm lips.  
 
    “What island shall we visit next?” Jemma asked when I pulled away as she shifted excitedly. “After we defeat the ghost ships, of course.”  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied. “I want to figure out where we will have our home base first.”  
 
    “Is this not it?” Jemma asked as she looked around at the village below us. “It seems very secure.”  
 
    “It is.” I nodded. “But we don’t know what else is out there. And while the terrain here is great, it lacks some natural resources that I think could be really helpful to us, like lumber and metal.”  
 
    “What is metal good for?” she questioned as she blinked at me in curiosity.  
 
    “Well, we can carve all sorts of things with it and use it to build our own boats,” I replied. “Most importantly, we can make nails and screws from metal, which will help out with our buildings. It’ll hold the wood together so we don’t have to use clay and twine anymore, and they’ll be stronger against the wind.”  
 
    “That sounds wonderful.” Jemma smiled. “How do we know which islands will have these things? Does the map say anything?”  
 
    “Here,” I said, and I pulled out the old, worn piece of paper I always carried with me. “Let’s take a look.”  
 
    “Woah.” Jemma’s eyes popped open, and she gently took the map in her hands.  
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “The world’s a lot bigger than you know.” 
 
    The auburn-haired deer woman stared at it in silence for a long moment. Then she trailed one long finger over the ridges and creases in the paper and hopped from island to island with her hand.  
 
    “Where do the orcs live?” she murmured.  
 
    “I’m not sure.” I shook my head and peered over her shoulder at the map.  
 
    Just as I remembered, there was the dragon woman’s island to the far west, and I pointed to the island where the deer women came from.  
 
    “That’s your home island,” I explained. “I decided to go there the first time I saw it. See how close we are?”  
 
    “The journey felt so much longer,” she laughed.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s because some nasty storm decided to run us miles off course, remember?” I chuckled.  
 
    “How could I forget,” Jemma giggled.  
 
    I gazed down at the wrinkled brown hide and assessed the other islands. Some were big, like the dragonkin women’s island, and some were small, like Jemma’s homeland. Others were nothing but tiny dots on the maps, which I was fairly sure meant they were nothing more than rocks or small chunks of land in the middle of the ocean.  
 
    “We need to explore at least five of these islands before we can decide where we want to put our base,” I murmured. “Now that we have the orc ship, it won’t be too much of a problem to move all of the important stuff, if that’s what we choose to do. We won’t have to pick up and take everything, though, because if we do move, it will be to an island that has plenty of its own supplies.”  
 
    “Which one should we go to first?” Jemma asked, and her gaze was eager as her eyes trailed over the map before she glanced back up at me. “I cannot wait to explore the world by your side, Ben.” 
 
    “And I’ll be glad to have you with me.” I smiled.  
 
    Jemma grinned back, and my heart ached with how much I loved the auburn-haired woman.  
 
    I would let nothing happen to her, to any of the women. No matter what.  
 
    Even though I’d built the guard tower and consolidated our forces, and Jonas was working on a solution, I was still worried about the ghost ships. I wished there was something I could do, but even as my mind ran a mile a minute and tried to think of some way to fight the maldungs off, I knew I wouldn’t have a solution until Jonas finished his memory potion. I was a damn intelligent guy, but even I couldn’t see into the past.  
 
    Jemma and I sat up on the guard tower for a while and looked over the islands as we tried to pick the one that would have the best chance of giving us what we needed. It was hard to tell from the map, but we could see which ones seemed to have trees, while others looked to be made more of dirt.  
 
    I decided it was best to put off any missions to find the orc island until we were able to explore the rest of the islands first and build up a stronger army. If we happened to stumble upon the orc island before we were ready, I planned to hightail it out of there.  
 
    After we’d done a reconnaissance mission, of course.  
 
    I wasn’t even sure if the island of the orcs was on that map. For all I knew, it was thrown together by a crazy old woman with half an eye. What I really needed to do was explore the world beyond the map. I was hopeful I’d find a shitoad of islands filled with beautiful women who all needed my help, and every single one of them would get it.  
 
    I knew one thing for sure. I couldn’t wait to get my hands on the orc king and wring his neck. Until that could happen, though, I had a plan in place.  
 
    Jemma and I would first sail to the next island over, the opposite way from the direction hers was in. It seemed to be a fairly flat island that looked from the map like it might have a lot of bushes and shorter trees. There didn’t seem to be a forest drawn on it the way there was with Jemma’s island.  
 
    I wondered for a moment just how the orcs had drawn up the map of all the islands. I didn’t like to think about the fact that they’d probably had to travel to them all in some form to figure out exactly what each one possessed.  
 
    At the same time, it made me curious about the world I was in. If the orcs had drawn this map themselves, then I had to wonder if there were other islands that weren’t even on the map I’d taken from the dying orc’s rowboat.  
 
    For all I knew, this world could be as big as earth, with endless possibilities of places to go and people to meet.  
 
    And I couldn’t wait to explore it all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Now that we’d consolidated the women under my rule and manned the guard tower night and day, I decided it was time to start focusing on crafting more weapons. The ghost ships weighed heavily on my mind, which made two days feel like an absolute eternity, but I knew it did no one any good for me to worry and wring my hands over something that was currently out of my control. So, I threw myself into the work to try and keep my mind as occupied as possible. In my opinion, there was no such thing as “too many” when it came to weapons, and Sela had mentioned a close range spear would probably be a good idea for the deer women.  
 
    We were now at an advantage where that was concerned, since we had the use of bamboo at our disposal. The deer women were stronger now after all of our training with bows and sailing, but now that we had lighter, more flexible bamboo, I wanted to try my hand at making some spears for them.  
 
    We also needed more swords for some of the dragon women who didn’t have one yet. I wanted to make sure they all had two weapons at their disposal, one for close range fighting and the other for long range. Since most of the dragonkin women were already adept with a sword, I knew it wouldn’t be an issue for them to hone their craft, and I asked George and Nixie to make more sea glass for the spearheads and swords, since it was nearly indestructible.  
 
    Once the weapons had been made, I also planned to start helping the deer women train for close combat fighting. They were much stronger now, thanks to the training they’d done to sail the orc ship, as well as all the meat they’d eaten since I met them, so I knew now was the time to start training them to be full combat warriors.  
 
    I almost couldn’t wait until I’d gathered up an army full of monster women from all the different islands. The looks I imagined on the orcs’ faces when we stormed their island with all of our troops would be absolutely priceless.  
 
    The day after Jemma and I were stationed to watch the guard tower and had planned out our next excursion to the second closest island, I went to the patch of bamboo that grew in the jungle and picked out a few of the thicker shoots.  
 
    The wood-like surface was smooth and almost soft against my hands, which was a good sign. The deer women were much more gentle than the dragon women, and I knew the grain of the wood could sometimes be harsh on their hands.  
 
    I tested a few of the shoots I’d picked out against my knee, and I slammed them down over the bone to make sure they wouldn’t break on impact. The ones that did were discarded, and I was left with two nice sized bamboo stalks that would make perfect spears. They’d be about five feet long, and I’d add a sharp tip to them with the sea glass.  
 
    Now that I had my bamboo shoots, I went back to the palace and set myself up on the patio with a little work station. Then I called on George, and the dragon happily coughed up a few pieces of sea glass for me.  
 
    I used George’s tooth to carve the sea glass into a sharp spearhead. When I was done, I poked the rock below me to test it out, and just as I wanted, the stone crumbled under the impossibly sharp tip of the sea glass.  
 
    This would rip an orc to shreds, and I couldn hardly wait.  
 
    Now that I had the pieces I needed for the spears, I took them into the kitchen. I’d asked Talise to make some of her black tar from the ganjika plant, so I could glue the tip onto the body of the spear. I’d debated whether or not I should use twine, but I decided against it. The twine could snap far too easily, and then the tip would come off the spear. I didn’t want that to happen in the middle of a battle.  
 
    Back in the kitchen, I was greeted with the strong, heavy smell of the ganjika tar. It was as if someone had mixed the smell of weed with some nasty cow dung. Despite the unpleasant aroma, though, I knew the tar was the strongest bonding agent I could find on the island.  
 
    “Ben.” Talise grinned when I came in. “Are you going to tell me why you wanted the ganjika tar so badly?”  
 
    “For this,” I replied and held up the two pieces to my spear. “I want to see if Ainsley’s people can use it, just like Sela suggested.”  
 
    “That is a beautiful spearhead,” Talise replied. “Here is the tar.”  
 
    The black-haired dragonkin woman helped me to ladle some tar over the flat bottom of the spearhead. We then pressed it onto the bamboo and held it there for a few minutes while the tar dried.  
 
    When the black goo had turned hard and looked like dried lava, I wiggled the spear around in the air to test it out. But no matter how many times I whipped it back and forth or slammed the spear down onto the table, the spearhead never came off.  
 
    “Perfect,” I said to Talise as I kissed her on the cheek. “I’m going to have Jemma test it out and see if she can lift it. Thank you for your help.”  
 
    “Of course, my king, and those spears will be the perfect weapons, I just know it,” the healer chuckled as I left the kitchen.  
 
    I found Jemma on the patio, with her eyes closed and her face tilted backward so the sun poured right down over her creamy skin. There was a slight trickle of shiny sweat in the valley of her breasts, and her long auburn waves flowed from her head and toward the ground like a waterfall.  
 
    “Working hard, or hardly working?” I barked in my best impression of an army general.  
 
    Jemma’s eyes popped open, and she sprang upright in surprise.  
 
    “Ben, you scared me!” she gasped. “I was just taking a little break in the warm sun. It is so lovely to be able to sit in the sun whenever I please. A very welcome change from the shade of the trees.”  
 
    “It is pretty nice, huh?” I nodded and tilted my own face up to the sky to catch a few rays for a moment.  
 
    “What is in your hand?” Jemma asked as she stood and gestured to the spear I’d just made her.  
 
    “This is for you,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    “May I see?” she asked.  
 
    I nodded and handed over the spear to her carefully.  
 
    Jemma balanced it for a moment in both hands, and then gently spun it to grip the weapon with her right, dominant hand. She peered cautiously at the tip, and then back at me.  
 
    “It looks like a small version of your sword,” she said.  
 
    “It sort of is,” I agreed. “You shove that pointy tip into an enemy, and it’ll run him right through. So, if you can’t shoot your bow and the orc is getting too close, you can use this instead.”  
 
    “I love it,” Jemma giggled. “Thank you, Ben.” 
 
    I showed the deer woman a few different moves with the spear, but I kept them fairly simple since she still hadn’t trained in hand-to-hand combat just yet.  
 
    “Now you try,” I said and handed Jemma the spear when I was done with my display.  
 
    Jemma took the weapon back gingerly and quickly copied my movements. She spun it over her head and stabbed it forward, like there was an orc in front of her she needed to impale. Then she flipped it over a few times and stabbed backward, as if there was an attacker behind her.  
 
    “This works, Ben,” she gasped when she was finished. “I can use this!”  
 
    “It’s not too heavy, right?” I clarified. “You don’t think you’ll get tired and suddenly have a ton of trouble using it?”  
 
    “Not at all,” she replied and clutched the spear to her like it was her new favorite thing. “I think even some of the weaker women will be able to use it. How do we carry it if we also have our bows, though?”  
 
    “We’ll create some sort of strap so you can sling it along your back, similar to the way you carry your bows,” I told her. “That way you can even switch between weapons if you need to.”  
 
    Jemma nodded and grinned back at me. She fooled around with the spear for a little while longer before I decided it was time to go and gather some women so we could start a production line for the spears. I wanted to create enough spears for all of the deer women to have by the end of the day, and then we could begin to work on training the next day. Sela and Mira had volunteered to help me out, and the three of us would train the deer women in hand-to-hand combat.  
 
    “Talise,” I called as I entered the kitchen, “we’re going to need some more ganjika tar.”  
 
    “Do I look like a proper warrior?” Jemma strutted in proudly behind me, and she held the spear aloft.  
 
    “Oh, Jemma, that fits you well.” Talise grinned when she saw the weapon. “Do you plan to make more, Ben?”  
 
    “As many as we possibly can,” I replied. “How soon can you have some of that tar ready?”  
 
    “Give me about an hour,” the black-haired healer said.  
 
    Jemma and I headed down to the village and gathered a group of some of the deer women, as well as a few dragonkin women, to start carving spear tips and fashioning them into weapons. After about an hour and a half, we had enough spearheads to make eighty weapons, which was the perfect amount. I always preferred to make more and have an extra store of them, just in case some broke or were ruined somehow.  
 
    Talise brought the ganjika tar into an open space in the village, while the women went to find bamboo shoots to make the handle of the spears. When we had enough bamboo shoots for all of the sea glass tips, Talise helped me glue the sharp stone onto the shiny wood.  
 
    Once the tar was dried, I stared down at eighty perfect spears. Their heads glittered in the sunlight, deadly sharp and absolutely terrifying, and a satisfied grin spread across my face.  
 
    “I would not want to be an orc on the other end of one of those,” Theora murmured, and the brunette nodded her head appreciatively. “This was a brilliant plan, Ben. When do we get to train with them?” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” I replied. “Everybody, choose a spear. Tomorrow, Sela, Mira, and I are going to show you all some hand-to-hand combat.”  
 
    “Hand to hand?” Brenna’s green eyes were wide as she stared at me. “You mean we will fight the way we have seen you and Mira fight?”  
 
    “Absolutely.” I nodded. “I’ve got complete faith in you guys. You’re going to make some badass warriors.”  
 
    Brenna looked like she didn’t believe me for one second, but I’d show her one day soon, I knew. She’d probably shape up to be one of the best fighters of the bunch, and I couldn’t wait until she could see that in herself over the next few days.  
 
    We all went to sleep early that night, along with the sun, since I wanted all of the women to get the best night’s sleep they possibly could. It wasn’t that I thought the training would be more rigorous than when Mira and I had taught them before, but I did know it would be more stressful, especially for the women who would train with Sela. The dragonkin woman was one of the best warriors we had, second only to Mira, but she also had a penchant for barking orders and coming off a little mean. I would know, since she’d ordered me around and kept me chained up for the first few days I was on the island. The deer women didn’t have quite the mental capacity for verbal assaults that I did, but I knew that wouldn’t stop Sela from using them.  
 
    In a way, it was probably a good thing the warrior’s words were always so biting. It had definitely contributed to a lot of learning for myself and some of the other dragon women, and it might be helpful to really kick the deer women’s perfect asses into gear.  
 
    When I woke up, my body was already excited and ready. I didn’t spend the first five minutes of my morning in a bleary, confused haze the way I normally did, and instead sprang straight out of the bed. I also scared the daylights out of Mira, who had been sound asleep next to me.  
 
    Not anymore, though.  
 
    “My gods, Ben!” she gasped as she sat bolt upright with a look of complete shock on her face. “You scared the dung out of me.”  
 
    “The correct term, my dear Mira, is ‘scared the shit out of me,’” I laughed. “And I’m sorry. I’m just excited. Do you know how long I’ve been waiting for them to finally be ready for hand-to-hand combat?”  
 
    “Not so long that another five minutes of sleep would have killed you,” the warrior grumbled and flopped back down onto the bed.  
 
    But there was no way in hell I planned to let her fall back asleep, not when I was so wired I might as well have shot up an entire syringe full of caffeine.  
 
    “Uh-uh.” I shook my head and latched onto her smooth arm. “Up and at ‘em, soldier.”  
 
    “At what?” she sighed. “There is nothing out there. Nothing but sleep.”  
 
    Mira once again tried and failed to turn over and fall back asleep. My grip on her arm was ironclad, though, and I slowly dragged her out of the bed until she had no choice but to get up, unless she wanted to fall right on her ass.  
 
    “Alright, I am up,” Mira grumbled as she scratched the shaved side of her head and adjusted one of her many earrings. “I do not think I have had a solid night of sleep since I met you, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “I wonder why that would be?” I mused as I changed out of my nightclothes.  
 
    “I think you know why,” the warrior giggled and smacked my ass on her way to the bathroom behind us.  
 
    “What should we teach them first?” I called out to her. “Chokeholds? Punching? Stabbing?”  
 
    “As much as I would love to watch Sarayah stab something with all of that pent up anger she possesses, I believe it would be best to start with some punches,” Mira replied when she came back into the bedroom. “We should make sure they understand how to use their bodies for defense, first and foremost. There have been many times in battle where I was not quick enough to draw my weapon and had to resort to these.”  
 
    Mira held up two tightly closed fists and punched gently at the air to emphasize her point.  
 
    “Good plan,” I replied. “Breakfast, and then we meet in the town square in an hour. This is going to be a great day!”  
 
    Mira drank some simple coconut milk and ate a banana for breakfast, whereas I filled up on some eggs from the jungle birds, a slice of bacon from the boar meat, and multiple pieces of soft coconut bread dipped in the warm milk.  
 
    Jemma and Ainsley joined us halfway through, and when Ainsley stumbled into the kitchen, she looked like a total zombie.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” I grimaced as I watched her get a glass of clean water and take a few tiny sips.  
 
    “All I can say is I hope our baby does not feel half of what I currently feel,” the blonde laughed half-heartedly.  
 
    “I’m sure the kid doesn’t,” I reassured her. “Do you want to sit out of the training today? Mira and I can always catch you up another time.”  
 
    “No, thank you.” Ainsley shook her head, and a look of determination crossed her face. “I will train today, with the rest of my sisters.”  
 
    “Alright,” I conceded. “But let us know if you feel too sick at any time, alright?”  
 
    Ainsley nodded, but I knew the strawberry blonde well enough to know she wouldn’t actually keep to that promise. I’d have to keep my eyes on her and make sure she didn’t look like she was about to pass out at any point. I understood why she wanted to train with the rest of us, but it wasn’t worth it to put her or the baby’s health at risk.  
 
    We finished breakfast and headed to the town square, where Sela and the rest of the deer women were already gathered.  
 
    “Good morning, Draco Rex.” Sela clapped her hands together and flashed me a wicked grin. “I am ready to whip these women into shape.”  
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I chuckled.  
 
    At the same time, I caught both Jemma and Brenna cast a sideways glance at the gleeful Sela, and worry crossed their faces.  
 
    “Let’s all split into three groups,” I called out. “The first will go with me, the second with Mira, and the last will go with Sela.”  
 
    Both Brenna and Jemma managed to take their places in my group, but Theora and Sarayah were both with Sela. Then the three groups split off to take up space among the huts and in the grass behind them.  
 
    “Okay, ladies, line up, face me, and plant your feet a shoulder’s width apart,” I instructed them.  
 
    The group of deer women did as I said. Ainsley was in the back right corner, and I made sure to place myself somewhere I could see her easily. The blonde looked a little pale, but wore a look of grim determination, and I knew from experience that I wouldn’t be able to talk her out of this when she had that expression on her face.  
 
    “So, the first thing I want to show you is called a punch,” I said. “Now, one of the most important things with a punch is your form. First and foremost, never put your thumb inside your fist. I guarantee you will break it the second you make contact with anything, and that won’t be helpful in the middle of a fight. Now, the next thing is you want the power of the punch to come from your body, not just your arms.”  
 
    I showed them the right stance and how to throw the punch with a rotation of their body so their arms didn’t look like limp spaghetti as they tried to hit their targets. The women all practiced as I walked around the group and helped to perfect everyone’s form. Even in her tired state, Ainsley was still the absolute best at punching. She kept her back straight and her eyes straight forward as she rotated her back leg in and out with the swing of her punch.  
 
    “Good job, Ainsley.” I grinned at her, and this earned me a soft smile in return.  
 
    After the punches, I went over how to kick. The deer women were at an extreme advantage when it came to kicking. Not only were their legs super powerful and full of muscles from all the climbing and running they did, but they were way longer than any dragon woman’s or orc’s legs could ever hope to be. One well placed kick from the deer women could stop an orc in his tracks, and he’d never even get close to her.  
 
    “Always remember, aim for the balls,” I instructed while I walked amongst the group. “It’ll hurt like hell and almost definitely send your attacker to his knees. Then, you can come in with a spear, or bow and arrow, whatever you want.”  
 
    A few hours later, when the women were completely exhausted, we decided to call it quits for the day on hand-to-hand combat. The next day, I planned to split into the same groups and work with our new spears, but for now, the deer women were all clearly ready to drop.  
 
    Still, the sore muscles and purple bags under the eyes of the women in my group were absolutely no comparison to the way Sela’s deer women looked. When I strode to the town center to reconvene with Sela and Mira, Nima rushed past, staggering, like she needed to climb into bed right now or she’d collapse in the middle of the village and not get back up until she’d slept for a million years.  
 
    “What did you do to them?” I asked Sela with a laugh.  
 
    “Train them.” The warrior shrugged. “Is that not what you asked me to do, Draco Rex?”  
 
    Sela batted her eyelashes at me innocently, though we both knew she was anything but.  
 
    “Oh, you completely wore them out, huh?” I sighed jokingly. “Will they even be able to get out of bed in the morning?”  
 
    “I promised any who didn’t rise at the crack of dawn would receive a bucket full of ice cold ocean water dumped right over their heads if they did not,” she replied with a smile. “So, I should hope, for their sakes, that they can get out of bed.”  
 
    “You are evil,” I snickered. “How’d they do?”  
 
    “The redhead is rather talented,” Sela replied and nodded in Nima’s direction. “And very fast. I think, with the right training, she might give Mira and I a run for our money, eventually.”  
 
    “That’s high praise,” I mused with raised eyebrows. “What about you, Mira?”  
 
    “They have a ways to go,” the jade-haired warrior said. “But, like with the training we have done before, I know they will get to where we need them to be. These women are nothing if not determined.”  
 
    “Very true.” I nodded. “Ainsley’s got really good form. I bet she’s going to be the best out of all of them when they’re done training.”  
 
    “Are we surprised?” Sela chuckled. “I would expect nothing less from a woman you chose as your mate. All of us can hold our own in a fight.”  
 
    “You’re right about that.” I grinned. “I am starving, though. Let’s go get some dinner.”  
 
    Despite the fact that the three of us had done almost no physical work, we were exhausted. Training others took a big mental toll, and I fell into bed and asleep almost immediately after dinner was over.  
 
    When I woke up the next morning with the dawn, the way Sela had instructed her group to do, I saw a pair of very wide, very innocent purple eyes over me.  
 
    “Good morning, Daddy,” Marella giggled. 
 
    I glanced down to see the kid had managed to crawl onto my chest and perch there while I was asleep. She had some serious ninja-like abilities, and I was suddenly very glad there were no boys around. If she was a teenager on earth, I had no doubt she’d have given me hell and snuck out of the house every single weekend. 
 
    “Good morning,” I muttered. “Why are you sitting on my chest?”  
 
    “I wanted to talk to you.” My daughter shrugged, swung a leg over, and sat criss crossed on the bed next to me. “Arrick and I want to train.”  
 
    “Arrick and you want to … ” I repeated her sentence blearily until her words actually lodged themselves in my brain. “No way.”  
 
    My words were a gut reaction, and not exactly reflective of how I felt, but the idea of my kids training to fight orc invaders in a battle was not my cup of tea. They could get themselves killed or kidnapped by the invaders if they weren’t careful.  
 
    “I knew you were going to say that,” Marella grumbled, and my little girl crossed her arms over her chest and gave me as much attitude as any sixteen-year-old. “But think about it, we should learn how to fight. What if something happens and Arrick and I are taken by the orcs? Or if they get into the castle and Mommy and Auntie Nerissa can’t fight them off? What are Arrick and I supposed to do, then?”  
 
    That gave me pause, as I was sure my kid already knew it would. Her words were smart and logical, but more than that, they hit home. Marella was right. The fact they were on this island meant they were susceptible to the orc invaders, just like the rest of us. And as much as I would love to believe there was an invisible bubble of protection that surrounded all of my kids, I knew this just wasn’t true.  
 
    So, I sighed and looked into Marella’s innocent purple eyes.  
 
    Except, they didn’t look quite so innocent right then. She had one eyebrow cocked as she waited for an answer I was pretty sure she already knew.  
 
    Gods, she looked just like Talise when she made that face. 
 
    “Alright, the two of you can train,” I relented. “You already knew I was going to say that, didn’t you?”  
 
    “Maybe.” She grinned as she launched herself into my arms. “Thank you, Daddy! I’m going to go find Arrick.”  
 
    I sighed as I watched her scramble off the bed and race out of my room. That girl was going to make me go gray prematurely, I just knew it.  
 
    Later that morning, I found Talise in the kitchen, along with Jemma and Mira. When I walked in, the healer stirred a pot of tea over the fire with an intense look in her clear blue eyes.  
 
    “Morning,” I said to them. “Talise, our daughter is quite the persuasive little devil.”  
 
    “Tell me about it,” the healer laughed. “What did she convince you to do for her this time?”  
 
    “She and Arrick are going to train with us,” I replied. “As long as that’s okay with you.”  
 
    “I think it’s a good idea.” Talise nodded. “Marella has been begging me to teach her how to sword fight for weeks, but I just do not have the expertise. Sela offered, of course, but I am not sure she is the right teacher for the children.”  
 
    “Oh, no, Sela is definitely not the right teacher for the children,” Mira snorted. “I can take one, Ben, and you can take the other. That way neither of us has to keep an eye on those two troublemakers together.”  
 
    “Good thinking.” I nodded.  
 
    We hurriedly ate breakfast, and toward the end of our meal, we heard a few screams of outrage echo throughout the village.  
 
    “I suppose some of the women did not wake up in time,” Jemma giggled. “Nima mentioned Sela’s threat to me. I am a little disappointed I have missed the show.”  
 
    “Trust me, where Sela is concerned, it won’t be the only show,” I laughed. “Let’s get down there before she gets bragging rights over us.” 
 
    Our second day of training went even better than the first. Sela’s group was, of course, already down in the village and well into their training when Mira and I arrived along with the rest of the deer women.  
 
    I watched as the warrior’s light blue head bobbed in and out of the crowd of women, and she ducked and weaved as she went so as to avoid any wayward spears. Sela was one of the few women I knew would never get hurt, even in a crowd of fifteen women who held sharp spears in their hands for the first time.  
 
    I decided to take my group down to the beach today. I wanted them to have a change of scenery, be a little more spread out from the rest of the women, and also be able to move just a little bit easier. The sand also offered a softer surface for any falls that might happen.  
 
    My kids dashed down to the beach by my side, with their two dragons not far behind. The entire day, I watched as they struggled to keep their eyes away from the ocean. I knew the two would have liked nothing more than to dive into the crystal blue waves and have a day of fun among the fishes, but they were true warriors now. They kept their minds occupied with the training, and they never once tried to go into the water.  
 
    I’d let them have a treat at the end of the day and swim with them for a little while, but for now, it was time to work on spear wielding techniques.  
 
    I started out with the same moves I’d taught Jemma on the first day I’d made the spears. As the day progressed, the moves became slightly more complex, but what I really began to focus on was defensive measures.  
 
    Surprisingly, Jemma was a master at defense. The deer women had a slight advantage, since she was just a bit smaller than everyone else, but it didn’t matter who I paired her up with. She would dodge, weave, duck, and jump over every single attack that came her way.  
 
    For the second day in a row, we ended training just before the sun began to set.  
 
    “Go get some rest, everyone,” I said to the deer women with a giant, almost dopey grin on my face. “You all did great. We may just beat those orc suckers yet.”  
 
    “Thank you, Ben.”  
 
    “Have a good night, Ben.”  
 
    The deer women echoed their praise and well wishes as they trudged off back to their huts to wash themselves, eat some of Hali’s delectable dishes, and fall into bed.  
 
    I stayed behind for a few minutes to play in the ocean waves with my children before I sent them off to bed, as well.  
 
    Then I headed up to the guard tower to take the night watch. Theora was already up there, since she’d taken the day watch. She’d have a one-on-one session with Mira in the morning to make up for what she’d missed.  
 
    “You are officially relieved, m’lady,” I told her with a dramatic, sweeping bow.  
 
    “Thank you, Ben,” the brunette deer woman sighed as she stood up. “There is nothing to report. No strange ghost ships have appeared on the horizon.”  
 
    “Good.” I nodded.  
 
    Theora squeezed my bicep as she slipped past me and then gracefully climbed down the ladder.  
 
    I sat down on the smooth bamboo platform and snuggled my back against the wall, ready for a long night. The moon had just started to make itself known in the pink and orange sky, and it hung low just above the horizon line.  
 
    I was only able to appreciate its majestic beauty for a few minutes, though, because as I examined the craters and peaks in its barely visible surface, a wavy, ghostly white object appeared in front of it.  
 
    The ghost ships.  
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed as I shot to my feet, and my heart pounded in my chest as the other two ships popped up next to the first one.  
 
    All three were back.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    I watched the ships for a moment as they sailed across the choppy ocean water, and from up in the guard tower, I could see them much more clearly.  
 
    The ships were truly massive. They looked like something straight out of a nineteenth century war movie, where all of the troops are aboard the battle ships as they offload cannonball after cannonball and sail around in all sorts of crazy shapes while they do battle with one another. I could tell the size of these vessels, about three hundred feet, would easily outgun the little orc battle ship we’d commandeered.  
 
    Of course, our ship would be no threat to the ghost ships, anyways, since objects seemed to float right through them. I watched as one of the strange, dolphin-like fish that populated the ocean waters leapt out of the crystal blue sea and straight through the belly of the second ship. The ghostly white image broke apart for a millisecond as the body of the fish cleaved through it, and it looked like thick fog that separated in the wind, only to come back together again as if nothing at all had happened.  
 
    That didn’t bode well for our own cannonballs. I was sure the very real, very solid objects would just fly through the ship and cause as much harm to their bodies as they did to the air.  
 
    The ghost ships slid silently across the water as they made their way onward, and I couldn’t help but wonder just what the hell their plan was. They’d appeared and disappeared so many times, I held out a little bit of hope that their movements were simply the product of rambling, aged, long dead beings who had no plans to conquer or battle after all.  
 
    But, after all the shit that had happened to me over the last few months, I knew there was no way in hell that was actually true.  
 
    My theory was proved correct just a few seconds later, when the center, main ship suddenly began to turn. Previously, they had been on a seemingly random path parallel to our island, but now, they made a ninety degree arc and started to head straight toward me.  
 
    “Shit,” I spat as I whipped around and searched for the horn. The ships were far enough out that I knew if we sounded the alarm right then, we could have enough time to prepare.  
 
    How the hell we were supposed to prepare to battle a trio of undead ships, though? 
 
    I found the horn in the back corner of the watchtower, and I quickly raised it to my lips and blew with all of my might.  
 
    As the call of my horn echoed through the dark of the night, the ships made another turn. The path they were on now would lead them just around our island, if they kept on it through morning, but I didn’t trust that anymore.  
 
    Every time we’d seen the ghost ships before, they’d appeared and disappeared within minutes. Their mere presence had been enough to cause quite a bit of a stir within me and the few women who knew, but this time, it seemed like they had no plans to disappear again. I might not have had the gift of foresight the way Marella and Jonas did, but my gut instincts were better than most people’s.  
 
    And my gut told me that this was it.  
 
    It was time for us to fight the ghost ships, just like Marella had seen in her vision.  
 
    I watched for a split second more as the pale white moonlight bounced off the dark black ocean water and illuminated the translucent ships. Then I stuck the horn to my lips again and let out another long winded blow. I could already hear the village had begun to come alive in a flurry of terrified activity, and I scrambled off the platform and down the ladder quickly, so I could help to instill some sort of calm in my women. We all needed to keep our heads and remain as sane as possible if we had any hope of defeating these ghost ships.  
 
    As I ran, Oshun’s words played over and over in my head, like a broken record had stuck its speakers right into the center of my brain.  
 
    The tools the maldungs used to turn them into ghosts were buried down in their old cities, far below the surface of the water. I doubted that meant I had any hope of getting to those tools, and even if I could, there was no telling what they would be, and if they’d be able to help us get rid of these maldungs.  
 
    As I rushed toward the village, the very beginning of a plan started to form in my head. It was partially there, scrambled from the heightened stress of the situation and the worried shouts that came from the women in the village, but it had started all the same.  
 
    If there was some way to figure out what the tools were, maybe we could recreate them here on land. That would be our saving grace.  
 
    “Ben, what is going on?” Theora asked with wide green eyes as I crested the small ridge that led to the village.  
 
    The sight before me was one for the books. Deer women and dragonkin women alike had rushed out of their huts at the sound of my horn. Most of the deer women were half asleep, though, with their hair mussed and tangled around their horns and purple bags under their eyes. The dragon women, on the other hand, looked completely alert, with their hands on swords, spears, and bows as they looked around menacingly to see what threat we faced.  
 
    “The ghost ships are back,” I told Theora, but I made sure to keep my tone fairly low, so I didn’t start a complete panic before I could fully control the situation. “Help me get everyone into the castle, so we can have a meeting.”  
 
    “Yes, Ben.” The deer woman nodded and sped off to corral the village women toward the castle.  
 
    “Is it the ships?” Darya demanded as she and Zarya ran up to me.  
 
    “They have come back, right?” Zarya added.  
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “Can you two go up to the guard tower and get eyes on them? Anything changes in their course, one of you comes to tell me, got it?”  
 
    “Yes, my king.” The twins nodded simultaneously and rushed back the way I’d just come.  
 
    I followed the flowing throng of women as they headed toward the castle, corralled by Theora, and Nerissa stood out on her balcony and overlooked the crowd.  
 
    I glanced up, and as our eyes met, I could tell my queen instantly knew exactly what had happened. She pressed her lips together, sucked in a cleansing breath so she could keep calm in front of the rest of the women, and nodded once to me.  
 
    This threat was unlike anything we’d ever faced before, but I knew that if we all worked together, we could defeat it.  
 
    I brought up the rear of the crowd as everyone flooded into the castle.  
 
    “To the meeting hall!” Mira roared out. The jade-haired warrior had dragged a chair into the entryway, and she stood upon it as she repeated her orders over and over again.  
 
    “They’re not disappearing this time,” I told her as I walked up and stood beneath the chair.  
 
    “I figured,” Mira growled. She eyed the last of the women as they poured from the entryway into the meeting hall before she hopped down from the chair with the grace of a gazelle. Then the warrior turned to me with her hands on her hips, and she pursed her lips. “Are we ever going to go more than two weeks without having to fight off some fuckers of mothers?”  
 
    “In our dreams,” I chuckled as I looped an arm around her shoulders, and the two of us followed everyone else into the meeting hall.  
 
    The hall was alive with the buzz of worried murmurs and sideways glances as all of the women who weren’t already aware of the situation milled about. Tension was palpable in the air. The mere fact that I’d blown the horn so late into the night and roused everyone from sleep was enough to tip them off that something was very wrong.  
 
    “Are the orcs back?” Brenna asked as Mira and I walked toward the front of the room. The brunette’s upper lip trembled slightly, but other than that, she stood straight and tall, ready to fight off the enemy if it came to that.  
 
    “No, the orcs aren’t back,” I told her.  
 
    The crowd split apart as I made my way through, with Mira just a step behind me. Nerissa, Jemma, and Ainsley were already at the front of the room, and they were clearly in the midst of a nearly silent conversation.  
 
    “We need to tell them,” I murmured as I joined the huddle.  
 
    “Of course.” Nerissa nodded. “But what do we tell them? Unfortunately, Draco Rex, we still do not know how to defeat this enemy.”  
 
    “Daddy?” a small voice said at my side, and I looked over to see Marella. Not too far from her were Talise, Sela, Arrick, and the twins, and they all looked on nervously. All except for Sela. Her eyes were calm as she looked around the room.  
 
    “Yes?” I asked my daughter.  
 
    “My vision is coming true, isn’t it?” she questioned.  
 
    Her voice was a little louder than she had intended, though, and Hali heard.  
 
    “What vision?” the redheaded cook asked.  
 
    Those two little words drew the attention of every single other woman in the room, and silence fell.  
 
    “We have a new enemy,” I responded as I raised my voice. Then I straightened and shifted so I stood in the center and could address every woman equally.  
 
    “A new enemy?” Careen wondered with a furrowed brow as she bounced our daughter Oshuna on her hip. “The orcs are not attacking?”  
 
    “No, it’s not the orcs,” I assured them all quickly. “It’s something else. Has anyone ever heard of a maldung?”  
 
    Hali’s sea grass green eyes popped open wide, and she glanced from myself to her little niece. I could tell from her expression that the red-haired woman knew what I was referring to, but most of the other dragon women didn’t seem to know.  
 
    The deer women, of course, just shook their heads, with their big eyes open wide as they all shriveled back.  
 
    “I-It’s an old legend,” Hali stammered. “I thought there was no truth to it.”  
 
    “If only,” I chuckled dryly before I turned to address the crowd again. “For anyone who doesn’t know, maldungs are ghost ships. There are three of them, and the crew is made of men from the civilization before this one, back when all of the islands were one piece of land. The men are conspirators and conquerors, much like the orcs. The gods punished them long ago, but it seems they’ve forgotten what it was like to be killed for their evil deeds, and they have decided to come back as wayward spirits. Right now, I don’t think they’ve decided to do anything yet. They haven’t tried to attack, or made any move to make me think they have that in mind. But we know from the old stories that they’re immensely dangerous, and since we all have the blessing of still being living beings, they are going to be hard to fight off in their ghost forms. But just because something is hard doesn’t mean it’s impossible. We’ve done the impossible before, right, ladies?”  
 
    “We have,” Theora spoke up from the back of the room. “Ben has always shown us there is nothing we cannot do. This is simply another thing we must all conquer.”  
 
    “How can we conquer a spirit, though?” Sarayah asked as she wrung her hands.  
 
    It was a fair question, but I absolutely refused to tell them I did not know the answer yet. 
 
    “We fight them just like we’ve fought everything else, if it comes to that,” I replied. “We don’t know their intentions yet, but I’ve seen them before, and each time, they disappeared pretty damn quickly. This time, for some reason, it looks like they’ve decided to stick around. Which means we need to prepare ourselves for whatever they might do next. I want everyone to get as many weapons and supplies as you can. Until those things disappear again, we are all going to hunker down in the castle, together. Darya and Zarya are watching the ships as we speak, and if anything changes, we’ll know about it. But until that point, I want everyone to prepare as if we are going into battle in the morning. Got it?”  
 
    The women nodded and murmured their agreement, and then they set off to go and get the supplies I’d ordered.  
 
    As the meeting hall emptied out and the rest of the castle filled up, I turned back to my women.  
 
    Dear one, Nixie and I are here, George said as he and the slimmer pink dragon entered the nearly empty meeting hall.  
 
    “Hello, dear friend.” I smiled at him. “Do you have any ideas?”  
 
    Sea glass is the strongest element that I know of, my dragon replied. If anything can cut through a ghostly ship, it would be that. I believe you are on the best path.  
 
    “Have you been able to figure out what Oshun spoke of, and how we might get there?” I asked him hopefully.  
 
    I am afraid not, Draco Rex, George sighed.  
 
    “Marella, do you think you can try to have another vision?” Mira turned to the little girl hopefully.  
 
    Unfortunately, that is not how it works, Nixie replied in our minds.  
 
    Even so, Marella squeezed her pretty eyes shut as hard as she could, and she screwed up her entire face as she attempted to get some sort of vision out of her incredible brain.  
 
    Nothing came to her, though, and she slowly opened her eyes and shook her head.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Auntie,” she murmured.  
 
    “Do not be, dear girl,” Nerissa replied, and she hugged Marella to her side. “We will figure this out.”  
 
    “I’m going to go check in on the weapons stores and make sure everyone has got one,” I told the group of women. “You guys stay here for the moment.”  
 
    “Ben, what should we do in the meantime?” Ainsley asked as she chewed on her lower lip.  
 
    “Get ready to fight the undead,” I replied seriously.  
 
    The next few hours passed in what felt to me like minutes, and it seemed like I stepped over every single inch of the palace floors at least twice as I ran around. The deer women had gathered in groups and practiced their skills with the spears as the night began to fade into day, and I made sure every single woman had at least two weapons..  
 
    By dawn, we were as ready as we could possibly be, and I knew it. Without any sort of real idea about what we would head into, the most we could do was prepare ourselves the way we’d prepared for every fight before. Every time the orcs had attacked the dragonkin women, or before the battles the deer women had waged against the orcs and the wargs, we’d prepared much like this.  
 
    Honestly, I would have given almost anything to have an orc ship headed straight toward us right now instead of the ancient maldungs. At least with the orcs, we all knew exactly what we would get. I never had to worry about the fight, because I knew we’d defeat them no matter what.  
 
    As the hours passed, I sent Ainsley and the children into the very back room of the castle, the safe room that was nearly impenetrable. Well, it was impenetrable by living people, that is. Marella and Arrick protested and attempted to claim they could fight because they’d trained with us, but I knew better. They were still far too young, and there was no way in hell I’d risk my precious kids. Ainsley tried to protest, too, but she knew it wasn’t just her life in danger if she went out and fought the maldungs. It was our unborn child’s, as well, and Ainsley was too smart and caring to be willing to risk her baby, so she quickly listened to reason.  
 
    I had just started to do my fourth pass around the castle to check and see if anyone needed my help when Zarya ran up to me. Her pounding footsteps echoed through the hallway, and everyone fell silent as they watched her approach, but then they quickly picked right back up with their training.  
 
    If the warrior had bad news, they wanted to be ready.  
 
    “They have turned toward our island, Draco Rex,” Zarya whispered into my ear when she reached me. “I believe you should come and see.”  
 
    My heart pounded as I followed her down the hall and out of the palace. The village was like a strange ghost town as we sprinted through it, but I hardly paused to take much note of it.  
 
    I scrambled up the watchtower first, with Zarya hot on my heels. Darya was still seated up there, and her eyes were laser focused on the ocean. The sun had just started to peak its bright orange rays over the horizon, and it backlit the ghost ships with a light that made them seem even more translucent than before.  
 
    But there was absolutely no mistaking the fact that their trajectory had changed. They were now on a direct path toward our island, and by my estimate, they were less than an hour away.  
 
    That was, of course, if ghost ships moved at the same speed living ships did.  
 
    “How long have they been like this?” I demanded.  
 
    “About fifteen minutes,” Darya replied. “It does not appear they have plans to change course. Do you think they mean to attack us?”  
 
    “I’m sure as hell not taking any chances,” I growled as I wrapped my hand around the hilt of my sword just to make sure it was still in its scabbard, and I kept my eye on the three ghost ships.  
 
    As I watched, two of the ghost ships pulled to a stop. It was hard to see with the light that had started to come in from the sun, but it looked like they had simply stopped, right there in the middle of the ocean. They hadn’t dropped an anchor, and their sails were still unfurled. The sails, though, had been puffed out as they caught the wind to propel them forward, but all of a sudden, it was as if the already thin and see through material turned into wispy pieces of fog. They no longer caught any air, and the two ships just stopped.  
 
    The middle one, though, was the largest, and it continued on its path toward us. Thanks to the dragon vision I possessed, I was actually able to start to get a really good picture of what kind of creatures populated the ship.  
 
    And they looked monstrous.  
 
    Hunched over, squat figures were on the deck, and they looked sort of like prehistoric versions of the orcs, with two giant, tusklike fangs that protruded up from their bottom lips, as well as tentacle-like appendages below their two muscular arms.  
 
    But that wasn’t the most horrifying part about them by a long shot.  
 
    The things looked half rotted.  
 
    Despite the fact that they were ghostly white and I could see the backdrop of the ocean through their figures, I could tell there were places where huge chunks of flesh had rotted off and left gaping holes that dripped with decaying skin. Some of them were even missing limbs or parts of their faces.  
 
    This really was fucking Pirates of the Caribbean now.  
 
    The sight itself made my stomach turn, and I wrinkled my nose in disgust. I’d thought it had been bad when I’d smelled the nasty breath of the orcs, but that was nothing compared to the sight before me.  
 
    As the main ship grew nearer, I hopped down from the watchtower, through the gate, and stood out on the beach with my hands on my hips, directly in the path of the oncoming vessel. When it was just far enough out that it would have been time for a ship to drop anchor and for all of the crew to row ashore, I drew my sword from its scabbard and held it aloft. Part of me hoped the shiny sea glass would scare the shit out of the newcomers, but the other part of me just wanted the blade out in case I needed to stab something.  
 
    The maldung vessel closed in on me, and for a brief moment, I was sure it would sail right over me. But, as I readied myself to try to fight off the ship, it froze right before it hit the beach.  
 
    The sudden stop startled me, and I forced myself not to jump in surprise as the strange, ghostly wood pulled up right where the wet sand turned dry. It literally looked as if it had just frozen in time. If I hadn’t known any better, I almost would have thought that some sort of sorcerer had put up a hand and froze it, the way Piper could freeze things in Charmed.  
 
    The original. Not the reboot. Reboots sucked.  
 
    I looked up at the massive ghostly ship and straightened my shoulders as one of the creatures stepped up to the side. He gazed down at me with what I was sure was the same look of contempt I wore on my own face, before he literally stepped over the side and floated down to the sand.  
 
    Minus the sheet shape, the guy could have been Casper the Unfriendly Ghost.  
 
    “Are you the leader of this island?” the creature asked. His voice was rough and crackly, but I was pretty sure that was the product of centuries spent dead and not completely natural. At one point, I was fairly sure his voice might have been rather soothing.  
 
    Which probably lent very well to his whole conqueror mentality.  
 
    “I am Draco Rex,” I responded as I looked him over. “And I am asking you nicely to leave my home alone.”  
 
    The captain of this ship was squat, about five feet tall, but with a muscular body. There didn’t look to be an ounce of fat on his body. Instead, he was all muscle. His mean face had a missing eye, and where the eye socket should have been was nothing more than a black hole, complete with a ragged piece of hanging flesh that swung from just below his brow bone. Meanwhile, the other eye squinted in my direction as the captain appraised me in the same way I appraised him.  
 
    I could see his clothes had, at one point, been some sort of uniform. Unlike the orcs, who wore nothing but hastily thrown together rags, I could see the remnants of nice stitching and well woven cloth on his figure. He wore a shirt with puffed up shoulders and the last little scraps of a sash, paired with dark pants that were jagged at the bottoms. There were no shoes on his massive feet, which left his enormous toes and even larger toenails open to the air.  
 
    Although, since he was a ghost, I was sure that didn’t bother him one bit.  
 
    “I don’t know what a Draco Rex is,” the captain scoffed. “I am Tarun Fil, of the ship Atala. I have come to give you a message from my men and I. If you and the other inhabitants of this island surrender to us now, we will make your deaths as quick and painless as possible.”  
 
    “Yeah, not going to happen, ghost dude,” I snorted. “Seeing as you all are made of nothing but air, I’d suggest you just get the hell out of here before my people and I completely destroy you.”  
 
    I lowered my voice to be as threatening as possible, and I glared at the captain with everything in me.  
 
    Both of his eye sockets went wide, which exposed even more rotted flesh in the missing eye socket, and then he shrugged his shoulders.  
 
    “You have made your choice, Draco Rex,” he responded. “Let me see what sort of an army you have.”  
 
    To punctuate the end of our conversation, Tarun pushed off the warm sand and floated right back up to his ship.  
 
    Within a split second, the massive vessel started to move again, and my thoughts had just caught up with me when the ship lifted up into the air, rose until it was five feet above the ground, and then sailed forward.  
 
    Right over the island.  
 
    “Great,” I muttered.  
 
    Not only were these ghost ships, but they could also fly.  
 
    As the vessel started to head over my island, I could see some of the prehistoric orc crew load up their cannons and get ready to fire them.  
 
    I lunged forward and swapped out my sword for my bow. Then I nocked an arrow and aimed it at one of the crew, just as he picked up a ghostly cannonball and was ready to load it into the weapon.  
 
    “Hey!” I shouted out.  
 
    I got the maldung’s attention and startled him enough that he dropped the cannonball in surprise. At the same moment, I let an arrow fly, headed straight for the very center of his skull. I wanted to get the creature right in his nasty head. If he was able to pick up a cannonball and load it with the clear intent of firing it at my village, then I figured my arrow should make some sort of contact.  
 
    I was completely wrong.  
 
    The devilish little monster stared at me, and he appeared only slightly shocked as the arrow flew toward him. Then, a split second before it made contact, his entire head seemed to dissolve into that strange fog I’d seen the ship become the day before. It parted around the arrow, and the projectile sailed right through him and landed somewhere behind him, completely harmless.  
 
    “Fuck,” I spat.  
 
    The ship sailed faster now, at a speed of about ten miles an hour, and I was forced to sprint forward as I tried to catch up with it.  
 
    “Ben, we cannot fight them,” Mira gasped as I passed back through the gate. She and Jemma had joined Darya and Zarya, but the rest of our village was nowhere to be seen. “Jemma tried to shoot an arrow, and it seemed to pass straight through them, as if it is nothing more than air.”  
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I grunted. “I just tried that myself. Anybody got any bright ideas?”  
 
    Before anyone could volunteer any helpful information, a bang echoed through the village, so loud it seemed as if the cannon had gone off right next to our ears.  
 
    Immediately, the bang of the cannon was followed by an explosion, and dirt and shards of wood erupted from somewhere in the center of the village.  
 
    “How the fuck can they do that?” I demanded.  
 
    “I do not know,” Jemma breathed with wide chartreuse eyes. “Everyone is back in the castle. We must try and keep the ship away from there.”  
 
    “Agreed.” I nodded. “Let’s try and distract these bastards.”  
 
    The five of us rushed forward as the ship continued on its path, and Tarun appeared at the stern of the ship, with his hands on his hips and a disgustingly happy smile on his face.  
 
    “Do you give in yet, Draco Rex?” he bellowed down to me.  
 
    In the millisecond between his question and my answer, I noticed something. It was so small and barely visible that I was sure I would have missed it if I still had my human vision.  
 
    Two things happened at one. Behind Tarun, a second cannon had been loaded, and as the crew went to fire it, I caught the entire ship and all its crew solidify just the slightest bit. What was translucent, ghostly white became a strange white, almost as if they were behind glass.  
 
    “They have to become solid whenever they want to shoot,” I realized aloud, but quietly. “Whenever they let loose a cannon, that’s our chance. Let’s take them down.”  
 
    The women around me nodded, and we kept pace with the ship as its crew loaded a third canon. But Tarun was apparently smart and cunning. He tilted his head and appraised me, and I saw realization dawn on his face.  
 
    “Stop!” he cried out, right before the cannon was about to go off.  
 
    We were in the village center now, close enough to the castle that I was worried another cannon would be in range and able to hit it.  
 
    Tarun, though, seemed to have a different idea.  
 
    I watched as his crew backed down, and none of them solidified.  
 
    “Stay away from my island!” I shouted to him.  
 
    “I have seen all I need to see,” he called out to his crew as he turned away from me. “Back to the waters. We will regroup.”  
 
    And then the ship disappeared. Actually, it seemed to evaporate, like steam in cool air. One second they were there, and the next they were gone.  
 
    As much as I hated the orcs, I would much rather have been fighting them than the maldungs. Tarun was far smarter than any orc I’d ever encountered, and he’d latched onto my plan just as soon as it had formed.  
 
    “What a pile of shit,” Mira grunted.  
 
    “He figured us out,” I growled. “There has got to be another way.”  
 
    “The village!” Jemma gasped.  
 
    I turned to appraise the damage she spoke of. Somehow, ghost cannons had caused more damage to the village than even storm season had. Where there had been huts at one point, there were now only piles of dirt and shattered wood, and I quickly counted up about eight completely destroyed huts and six that would need major repairs.  
 
    We weren’t able to hurt them, but somehow, the ghost ships could still hurt us. I was no expert on ghosts and the undead, but I knew somehow, there had to be level ground for us somewhere.  
 
    Even in this world, there was always a balance.  
 
    I just had to find it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    By the time the ghost ships disappeared, the sun was well over the horizon already. Not one of the ships was in sight now, but unlike the previous times they’d disappeared from view, I knew better than to wonder if they’d be back.  
 
    They would, at some point, return, and it would be with a vengeance. Tarun knew we had absolutely no way to fight them off now, and he would milk that for everything it was worth. I knew men like him back home. They were so much more conniving than the orcs, who wanted land just for the sake of it, and women just for the satisfaction of their dicks. That was absolutely not what the ghost crew wanted. They wanted power. They wanted to rule. And now that they were dead, there was no way they had the kind of mundane sexual urges the orcs had.  
 
    Which made them all the more dangerous.  
 
    While I continued to mull over the problem of how the fuck we were going to fight these bastards, I had the women turn their focus onto rebuiling the village. I knew I needed to distract everyone from the impending war we now faced, or panic would ensue. So, the women all started in on the rebuild with the last of the lumber we’d brought from the deer women’s island. We only had enough to rebuild six of the huts we’d lost, but for now, it would have to do. There was no way any of us could take a journey to get more supplies now that the maldungs weighed heavily on our minds every second of every day.  
 
    I oversaw the women for a few hours, but they had the hang of it mostly on their own. They were able to set up the frames of the huts and paste the logs together now that I’d shown them what needed to be done, so I headed back into the palace, bone tired, around noon. I didn’t even know how long I’d been awake for at that point, but it was well over a day. I hadn’t slept a wink the entire night, since I’d been on guard at the watchtower first, and then had to deal with the maldungs’ approach.  
 
    You need sleep, dear one, George rumbled in my mind as he approached my side, and the blue dragon looked at me with loving, but serious, eyes.  
 
    “There’s too much to do,” I sighed.  
 
    You will be no good to anyone if you collapse in the middle of a battle, he responded knowingly. Get a few hours’ rest. I will keep watch over the village and make sure everyone is safe.  
 
    “Fine,” I grumbled, even though I knew he was right. “But wake me up in two hours.”  
 
    Of course, Draco Rex. George nodded.  
 
    I collapsed onto my bed the moment I entered my room. The exhaustion that had been tucked away in the back of my mind flooded over me, and I slept more deeply than I had in days. As promised, two hours later, George shoved his cold, wet nose into my side and woke me up more effectively than if he’d shot a gun right next to my ear. I sprang to my feet, wide awake, and I blinked against the light of the midday sun.  
 
    After a half a second of bleariness, the situation at hand flooded back into my mind.  
 
    “I need to see if Jonas’ potion is ready,” I said aloud, both to myself and to George.  
 
    I believe the soothsayer said it would be prepared by now, George said with an approving nod.  
 
    I slipped into the hallway, where I was met with an equally bleary eyed Mira, with Nixie on her tail.  
 
    “Did you manage to catch a few hours of sleep, too?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes.” The warrior nodded, and she adjusted her earrings and shook her head to rid herself of the exhaustion. “Where are you off to?”  
 
    “I’m going to see if Talise and Jonas have gotten that potion ready,” I replied. “There’s got to be some way to take these guys down. If there wasn’t, I’m sure Oshun would have told us.”  
 
    “You are right,” Mira sighed. “The ancient ones are cryptic, but they do not lie or mislead. I will go with you.”  
 
    We found Jonas in his bedroom, seated cross legged atop his bed with his eyes completely closed. He kind of looked like a meditating monk to me.  
 
    Normally, I would have left him alone when I saw him like that, but I needed answers, and Jonas was the only living being on the entire island that I thought might be able to give them to me.  
 
    “Jonas,” I called out softly from the threshold.  
 
    The old man, though, didn’t hear me, and his eyes remained gently closed as he breathed in and out purposefully.  
 
    “Hey, Jonas, I wanted to check in on the status of that potion,” I tried again.  
 
    Mira didn’t appear to appreciate my gentleness, though, because the warrior rolled her eyes and stalked forward, right up to the old man’s bed.  
 
    “Soothsayer!” Mira snapped her fingers under his nose.  
 
    Jonas flew back to consciousness so abruptly, he lost his balance and tipped backwards onto the bed.  
 
    “Goodness, child, what is the matter with you?” he grumbled as he sat up.  
 
    “Mira,” I chided before I turned back to the older man. “We’re sorry, Jonas. We just wanted to see if the potion was ready yet.”  
 
    “I am sorry, Jonas, it seems the stress is getting to me.” Mira sighed 
 
    “That is quite alright,” he assured her. “When you are as old as me, you will learn to take the quiet moments when you can get them. As a matter of fact, I was just about to take the potion. This is why I was meditating.”  
 
    “Oh, you’ve made my day,” I groaned.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” Jonas chuckled as he produced a small vial of a thick, shimmery black liquid. It looked like the night sky had been sucked into a vacuum, compressed, and bottled up.  
 
    “Potions are so beautiful,” Mira murmured with a laugh.  
 
    “Well, let’s hope this is able to dredge something useful up from my old and feeble mind.” Jonas tipped the vial toward us in a small toast, closed his eyes, and then downed it all in one go.  
 
    And then we waited. And waited. I almost thought he’d started to meditate again, and was just about to poke him and make sure he was still awake, when his watery blue eyes flew open, and he looked at me with alarmed excitement.  
 
    “The ocean feeds into the pond!” He grinned.  
 
    I didn’t even pretend to know what that meant, and neither did Mira.  
 
    “What pond?” I asked. As far as I knew, there weren’t any ponds on the island.  
 
    “It’s deep in the mountain,” Jonas responded, and his expression got dark as he mulled over his own thoughts. “But I believe it might be the only way.”  
 
    “Jonas, I’m really not following you here,” I told him as I rubbed tiredly at my face.  
 
    Jonas pulled his hands apart and rubbed his right palm across his brow, which had grown sweaty as he thought.  
 
    “The tools Oshun spoke of are irretrievable at the moment, this is true.” Jonas nodded. “But they were not physical, concrete tools the way you and I might think. The maldungs used magic potions to turn themselves into the ghosts they are now.”  
 
    “So, we need to make potions?” Mira asked with a quirked brow. “Forgive me, soothsayer, but I do not think even you are powerful enough to conjure up that sort of magic.”  
 
    “I am not,” Jonas agreed, “but magic is not quite what you think. It spills out of the things it is meant to attach to. The magic they used would have imbued itself into the water of the ocean. I know from the ancient maps where the maldungs were formed. It is a place beneath the mountain, and that water rises up into a pond that sits in the middle of our peak. Ben, I believe if you can drink this water, you will be able to invade the same plane of being the maldungs live on and fight them off that way.”  
 
    It took a second for what Jonas had said to actually sink in, but when it did, I felt my blood run as cold as ice.  
 
    “You mean I’ll become a ghost?” I asked.  
 
    “You and anyone else who drinks the water.” Jonas nodded.  
 
    “Like, forever?” I clarified.  
 
    “Not if you drink the antidote soon enough,” Jonas replied. “The legend told of the recipe for it. I can make a batch and have it ready for when you have defeated the maldungs and sent them away from here.”  
 
    “Okay,” I murmured as a plan began to form in my head. “One guy against three ships. How hard can that be?”  
 
    “Two guys,” Mira added and flashed a sharp smile my way. “Well, one dragon king and his warrior mate. You do not think I will let my king wrestle with them alone, do you?”  
 
    “No, I suppose I don’t,” I laughed as I looked at the jade-haired warrior. “Still, those numbers don’t look so good.”  
 
    “That, you are correct about, Ben,” Jonas sighed.  
 
    Silence fell over the room as the three of us thought.  
 
    “Jonas, how big of a batch of that antidote can you make?” I asked after a long moment.  
 
    “Well, it requires water from the God’s Lagoon, which is where you bonded with your dragon, and dragon scales,” he responded. “I will go collect water from the lagoon and have a few of the ladies help me so we have as much as possible. So, I suppose the batch will be as big as your dragons are able to make it.”  
 
    We can give however much is needed, dear one, George said from the doorway of the room.  
 
    “Ben, what plan is forming in your head?” Mira asked with a knowing look in her eyes.  
 
    “If that antidote turns us from ghost to living beings, then am I correct to assume it would do the same to the maldungs?” I asked Jonas.  
 
    “Possibly,” the soothsayer mused with a frown. “Though, they have been as they are for much longer, so they might be past the point of no return.” 
 
    “Well, their bodies have pretty much rotted away,” I explained. “If they turn back into living beings, they’re going to crumble and die nearly instantly. If this antidote works, that’s how we defeat them.”  
 
    “Ben, you are an absolute genius!” Mira exclaimed as she lunged forward and kissed me, with both hands around my neck. We clung to each other for a brief moment, just long enough to remind the other how much we loved them, and then we split apart.  
 
    “Jonas, I’m going to need you to draw me a map to this pond,” I told the old man. “We’re going to go up there and get this magic water, while you work on making the biggest batch of the antidote you possibly can.”  
 
    “Absolutely, Ben.” He nodded.  
 
    “Alright people, it’s go time,” I said, and with that, the three of us broke apart.  
 
    Mira went to prepare some food for the journey, and I went to find Jemma and Theora. We would need more than just the two of us if we really hoped to pull this off.  
 
    I knew my plan would work. All we had to do was make sure we were prepared for them before the maldungs decided they were ready for us again.  
 
    “Hey,” I said as I slid into the bedroom where Jemma, Theora, and Ainsley were.  
 
    Ainsley was in her bed, a little tinge of green in her cheeks, and Jemma and Theora sat with her.  
 
    “Ben!” Jemma exclaimed when she saw me. “Do you know how we will defeat these ghostly invaders yet?”  
 
    “Actually, I do.” I nodded, and I bent over to kiss Ainsley’s forehead. “How are you feeling?”  
 
    “I feel that fighting would be good, but I know I cannot while I carry this child within me,” she sighed. “But for your child, Ben, I will stay away from a fight for as long as I need to.”  
 
    “That’s the spirit.” I grinned at her.  
 
    “What is the plan, Ben?” Theora asked as she looked up at me with wide green eyes.  
 
    “We’ve got to go on a little mission,” I told her. “Would the two of you like to join Mira and I?”  
 
    “Of course,” Jemma replied instantly. “What is this mission?”  
 
    “We’re going to turn ourselves into ghosts,” I replied point blank.  
 
    Jemma’s chartreuse eyes went wider than the coconuts she enjoyed so much, and she gaped at me for a moment before both her and Theora sprang from their seats.  
 
    “Ghosts?” Ainsley said from the bed, and a worried frown creased her beautiful face. “Please tell me that you have a plan to make yourselves living creatures again?”  
 
    “Of course.” I winked at her. “Rest up. We’re about to take down all of these maldung bastards.”  
 
    I left Ainsley in her bed, and the three of us met up with Mira, who was in the hall with a pack on her back, as well as four coconut bowls balanced in her hands.  
 
    “I assumed we would not want to turn into ghosts in the middle of the mountain,” the warrior explained.  
 
    “Good thinking,” I chuckled.  
 
    Then we found Jonas in the kitchen with Hali and Talise as the three discussed what they needed for the antidote potion.  
 
    “Oh, my king!” Hali exclaimed as soon as she saw me. “This is a terrifying idea!”  
 
    “But it’s the only thing that will work,” I assured her.  
 
    “You are right, as always,” The redhead sighed as she bit her lip. “The three of us will have the antidote ready for when you return.” 
 
    “Here is the map,” Jonas said as he handed me a piece of cloth he’d drawn on with a piece of burned wood. It wasn’t the clearest thing in the world, but I could still easily tell where we had to go.  
 
    On the opposite side of the mountain, about halfway up, we would find the destination. I realized we’d never been to the other side of the mountain, even in all the times we’d ventured into the jungle.  
 
    “Thank you,” I told the soothsayer. “We’ll be back as quickly as possible.”  
 
    “May the gods bless you on your journey,” Jonas replied with a solemn nod.  
 
    I turned back to the three women who would travel with me to see they all wore nearly identical looks of determination on their faces. Under other circumstances, it would have been almost funny to me since they’d come from such vastly different ways of living, but in this moment, it was endearing. They all wanted to help me defeat our enemies just as they had when we’d dealt with the orcs.  
 
    Of course, in dealing with the orcs we hadn’t ever had to drink strange pond water and become ghosts for an undetermined amount of time, possibly risking our lives even if we did defeat our enemy, but that was completely beside the point.  
 
    “Everyone ready?” I asked.  
 
    “As ready as we will ever be,” Mira responded for the group.  
 
    “Alright, let’s get out of here,” I ordered.  
 
    Our journey to the mountain itself was fairly straightforward. Even Theora and Jemma knew the way at this point, and all we needed to do was get to the base of it before Jonas’ map would even begin to make sense.  
 
    We sprinted the entire hike, so we turned a four hour journey into a two hour one. Mira and I were nearly able to keep pace with the two deer women and their long, long, long legs, but sweat began to pour off us as we delved deeper into the tropical trees.  
 
    Miraculously, none of the jungle’s dangerous creatures tried to bother us. No massive boars sniffed us out and decided to run at us with their gigantic tusks, and no nasty jungle cats leapt down from the trees to take us on as old foes. It was almost as if even the jungle knew we were on a massive mission and couldn’t be disturbed. After all, I had no doubts that if the maldungs were able to actually win, which they wouldn’t, they would do their very best to conquer the entire island and destroy the jungle and all of its inhabitants in the process.  
 
    Jemma and Theora no longer had the wide eyed adoration for the bright plants and bugs that lived in the jungle, and instead they kept their eyes straight ahead and trained on the path forward, with one hand on their bows and the other on their spears.  
 
    I couldn’t blame them. My hand hadn’t left the hilt of my sword in hours. The maldungs had everyone on edge.  
 
    When we made it to the base of the mountain, I pulled Jonas’ map out from my pocket and looked it over.  
 
    “Alright, according to this, it looks like we’ve got to go around to the other side, and then the cave should be about halfway up and just a little bit west,” I said as I examined the map.  
 
    I looked up to see the slope where the mountain curved upward, and I carefully compared our location to the map for a second time.  
 
    Our hike up the mountain and around to the place Jonas described on his map was once again relatively undisturbed, but as we got closer and closer to the cave, I started to feel a chill at the base of my spine.  
 
    I was suddenly very glad I’d never been on this side of the jungle. It was far from the village and anything close to civilization, and it somehow seemed even darker and scarier than the rest of the island. A low hanging mist covered the soft ground, which was so moist my shoes squelched in it with every single step that I took. The bark of the trees had darkened even further, to a brown so heavy with color it almost seemed like someone had taken a paintbrush to it just for added effect. I reached my fingers out and brushed along the dark brown wood, and they came away moist, with little soggy bits of tree dust all over them.  
 
    Movement caught my eye, and I turned to see a dark black caterpillar crawling up one of the trunks to my left. The thing was massive, at least a foot long, and so thick it almost seemed like it would burst apart and spew chunks of its innards everywhere if I so much as touched it.  
 
    “This place is terrifying,” Jemma breathed, as if she could read my thoughts, while she looked around.  
 
    “And that, dear friend, is precisely why none of us venture to this side of the jungle.” Mira nodded. “Jonas must have stumbled upon it during his time living here.”  
 
    “Jonas lived in the jungle?” Theora’s eyebrows shot up so far they nearly disappeared into her hairline. “Why on earth would a sweet old man like him do that?”  
 
    “Tradition.” Mira shrugged. “All of the older people of our village wander into the jungle when they are no longer useful to our society. They are normally killed by the wild things that live here, but not Jonas. He survived for many years in the jungle, undisturbed by its ferocious creatures. It would seem the gods saved him to help Ben.” 
 
    “That is exactly what happened.” I nodded. “Jonas lived so he could pull me through a portal from my world, and into this one. He saved my life. If he hadn’t done that, I would have drowned.”  
 
    “You came from another world?” Jemma gasped, and her bright yellow-green eyes nearly popped out of her head.  
 
    “I did.” I nodded. “It’s a long story, but basically I arrived on this island completely confused, and Nerissa and her people thankfully took me in. I bonded with George not long after and, well, the rest is history. I owe it all to Jonas.”  
 
    “I knew I liked the old man.” Jemma grinned at me and clung to my bicep. “But I still do not understand how he lived here. I would have died from the sheer fear of it all!”  
 
    “Jonas is made of tough stuff,” I assured her, but I hated to think of Jemma alone in the jungle. As strong as she’d gotten, I knew none of the deer women would have been able to stand up to its predators.  
 
    As we continued on our path, the mist grew heavier and the jungle grew darker. I knew the sun was still in the sky above us, but it had clearly begun to set.  
 
    “Let’s camp here for the night,” I said to them and pulled to a stop. “I know we’re on a time crunch, and we don’t know when the maldungs will return, but I don’t know what kind of monsters could be lurking here, and I really don’t want to meet them in the dead of night.”  
 
    “I agree, Draco Rex.” Mira nodded solemnly.  
 
    “Oh, thank Nira,” Theora sighed. “My feet were just about to give out from under me.”  
 
    She and Jemma sank down onto a fallen log to rub at their high-arched dancer-looking feet, while Mira built a fire and I opened up the pack she’d brought to dole out the food. Our rations weren’t the fanciest, but after all the hours spent in the forest, the dried boar meat and coconut shavings tasted like the most delectable feast possible. We also poured water from a clay bottle Mira had packed, and then we enjoyed the quiet of the jungle in silence as we munched on our meal.  
 
    Somewhere close by, I could hear what sounded like the ribbit of frogs as they settled in for the night. Of course, I’d learned by now that what a creature sounded like may not always be what it was.  
 
    The four of us took turns with the watch throughout the night, and we made sure to keep the fire stoked and hot. It wasn’t just to keep us warm. If there was one rule of thumb that could be applied to almost everywhere, it was that wild predators were not a fan of hot, burning orange flames.  
 
    I took the last watch, and I woke everyone up the moment the sun peeked its head through the tangle of leaves above us. Normally, I didn’t mind letting the women sleep in just a little bit, but this was a journey that needed to be completed as quickly as possible.  
 
    The three women were awake instantaneously, and we ate a quick breakfast of dried meat and fruit again before we took off toward our destination.  
 
    It was only another hour before we came across the spot where Jonas had marked the cave on the map, only there was one small issue.  
 
    There was no cave to be found. Anywhere.  
 
    “It’s supposed to be right here,” I murmured as I looked around.  
 
    Jonas had given me a fairly detailed map, but even if he hadn’t, one major thing stood out. Right next to the little “x” he had drawn to mark the cave was a drawing of a massive formation made out of three boulders. It looked a little bit like Stonehenge.  
 
    And this landmark was right in front of us now. The boulders were at least ten feet tall, and they formed a circle on the hill of the mountain.  
 
    There was absolutely no way there were two of these formations on this one mountain.  
 
    “I do not understand it.” Mira shook her head as we stared at the rocky, very solid side of the mountain, but there was no door or opening anywhere to be seen.  
 
    “Let’s hike around a little and see if we find it,” I told the group.  
 
    We circled the area like ground vultures as we searched for any sign of the cave. We scoured the rock face to see if there had been a rock slide, or if there was some sort of secret, hidden door like in The Hobbit.  
 
    And yet, nothing.  
 
    “Ben, I do not think it is here,” Jemma sighed, and the auburn-haired woman was near tears as she watched me with large chartreuse eyes.  
 
    “It has to be.” I shook my head. “This is the last lead we’ve got.”  
 
    I pressed my lips together, gazed around, and aimlessly walked into the center of the circle of three boulders as I thought.  
 
    Just as I stepped into the center, I noticed something. The boulder right in front of me was just a little off in its placement. It was tilted at an angle so small it would have been completely unnoticeable if I hadn’t looked straight at it.  
 
    I slowly stepped up to the massive, dark grey rock. It towered over me, but it wasn’t what was above me that I was concerned with.  
 
    I dragged my gaze down the rock to the ground just below it.  
 
    The soil underneath it was different from the rest. Where the other ground was harder, undisturbed by plants or moisture somehow, the spot underneath this giant boulder was much softer, so I curiously kicked away some of the dirt with my toe. 
 
    Suddenly, the pile of dirt shifted, and I watched as just the tiniest bit of it slipped underneath the boulder.  
 
    There was a hole under it, and the dirt fell through the hole to something far below.  
 
    “You guys, come help me!” I called out to the others, and the three women dashed to my side.  
 
    “What is it?” Mira demanded.  
 
    “I think the boulder is covering the entrance,” I said. “Let’s get behind it and try to push it over.”  
 
    A ten foot tall boulder was a lot heavier than I would have expected. The four of us got behind it, so we were uphill of the boulder, and we thrust all of our strength and weight into it to try and knock it over.  
 
    But it barely budged.  
 
    “Come on,” I grunted as I stepped back, with the ladies following, and took a run at the boulder. The four of us repeated the action twice before we finally felt it break loose from the dirt it was buried in.  
 
    The boulder came away from the mountain and rolled down the hill. We could hear the crack of branches as it took down plants in its path, but that wasn’t what was important to me at the moment.  
 
    The important thing was what the boulder revealed. Where it used to sit was now a gaping hole that led right into the belly of the mountain.  
 
    “Well, shall we?” I asked as the four of us peered down into it.  
 
    “Absolutely.” Jemma nodded. “But, uh, you can go first, Ben.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I chuckled.  
 
    I squatted down on the dirt and tried to see into the depths of the mountain, but it was difficult.  
 
    The hole itself was about four feet in diameter. It was plenty wide enough for me to jump through, but the problem was I had no idea what I would be jumping into.  
 
    It didn’t matter, though. This is what we had to do to defeat the maldungs, so I swung my legs over the side of the hole, hoisted myself up, and jumped down. Then I let out a silent prayer that I wasn’t about to land in the toothy mouth of some massive monster, or even worse, not land at all and just fall all the way back down to island level, where I would shatter every bone in my body. The maldungs wouldn’t even need to worry about killing me.  
 
    None of that happened, though, thank the gods. Instead, I fell about ten feet before I landed, right side up thanks to my limber serpent body, inside the cave.  
 
    And what I saw nearly took my breath away.  
 
    I was in a round space, about twenty feet from the farthest rock walls to the other end, and I stood on solid rock, but about eight feet in front of me was a bright, sparkling pool of crystal blue water that lapped at the rocks with little miniature waves. 
 
    And the entire cavern around me sparkled and glittered with sea glass from dragons who had been born and died long ago. The walls that surrounded the pond were literally filled with sea glass. It was embedded into the rock almost like the glass had come first, and the rock had simply grown around it.  
 
    Mira dropped down next, and I heard her breath catch in her throat as she gazed around with me.  
 
    “Oh, my gods,” the warrior murmured. “This is magical.”  
 
    “Literally,” I laughed.  
 
    “Hello, you two, is it safe down there?” Jemma called out. “Have you died yet, or been eaten by some horrible monster?”  
 
    “Those would be one in the same, Jemma,” Mira teased.  
 
    “We’re fine, my love,” I called back as I rolled my eyes at the warrior.  
 
    “I have to have a little fun sometimes,” she snickered.  
 
    “The two of you should stay up there,” I called out. “We’ll need you to throw down a rope so we can haul ourselves back up.”  
 
    “Good idea, Ben,” Jemma replied. “Let us know when you are ready.”  
 
    “Let’s get this pond water and get out of here,” I told Mira. 
 
    With that, the two of us grabbed our containers from our packs and stepped toward the pond.  
 
    But, just as we were about to dip down and retrieve some of the most crystalline water I’d ever seen, the pond erupted, and a massive, ghostly figure emerged from its depths and headed straight toward us.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Water splashed across my front as the giant ghost burst toward Mira and me. Without any other option, I yanked out my sword and backpedaled as quickly as I could while Mira followed, and the two of us scrambled away from the translucent being as quickly as we could.  
 
    But just when it hit the edge of the water, the thing suddenly stopped, as if it had slammed into some invisible wall and couldn’t go any further.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped as my heart hammered in my ears.  
 
    For the next few moments, the ghost eyed us, and we eyed it. The specter looked more like the dragonkin women than it did an orc or a beast like the wargs. It had razor sharp teeth laid in its mouth, and I could see there were two layers of teeth instead of just one. Much like the dragon women, the ghost bore a trail of scales that went down the side of its face and, presumably its body, but this was difficult to discern since it was dressed in clothes just like the maldungs. Only, this ghost wore two sashes instead of one, the way Tarun did. This phantom also had long, flowing hair that was braided into a sort of half up, half down style, like a merman.  
 
    The ghost appraised us with two dark, yet calm eyes. There was no trace of wickedness in him, the way there had been in Tarun’s singular eye. I also noticed this ghost didn’t seem to have rotted away at all, and every bit of him was completely intact.  
 
    This made me wonder if he was really the same sort of ghost at all. If he was, I didn’t see how he couldn’t have rotted away over all the centuries.  
 
    I also hazarded a guess this man was an early ancestor of the dragonkin women, which made sense, since I’d already assumed the strange, orc like crew aboard the maldungs were merely ancestors of the orcs. Apparently, they came from an entire line of invaders.  
 
    “Who are you?” the ghost finally asked, and his voice was loud and thick, yet warm, almost like melted caramel against my eardrums.  
 
    “I could ask you the same thing,” I replied as I brandished my sword. “Are you a maldung, too?”  
 
    That word seemed to calm this ghost down, and he started to float backward as he shook his head.  
 
    “No,” he replied darkly. “I would never get into bed with those traitors. Am I to assume they have come back, and that is why you are at my pond?”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “My name is Ben. I am the Draco Rex of a new civilization. We have been threatened by the maldungs, and our village elder told us to come to this pond. He said the waters will allow us to fight the maldungs off.”  
 
    “Your elder was correct,” the ghost rumbled. “I am Crel. I was appointed by the gods to guard these waters until the one who would defeat the maldungs came to drink from its depths. I have been waiting for you, Ben, for a very long time.”  
 
    “I would imagine,” I chuckled a little hysterically as my pulse finally slowed. “Has anyone before us ever tried to drink from this pond?”  
 
    “Once,” Crel responded. “Many centuries ago, after our world had sunk and the new species rose from its depths. But she was not the one to defeat the maldungs.”  
 
    “What happened to her?” Mira asked. 
 
    Crel shifted one eye to gaze at her, while the other remained locked onto me.  
 
    “She died,” he said simply. “These waters have been enchanted to kill anyone who would not use them for the right intentions.”  
 
    “Oh, that’s great,” I muttered as my stomach flipped over itself. Even though I knew I had the best intentions, I definitely didn’t want to hear the drink I was about to imbue could potentially kill me.  
 
    “It is.” Crel nodded, and he seemed to have missed my tone.  
 
    “Listen, Crel, we’re fighting three ships of maldungs right now,” I explained. “I’m not going to be the only one drinking this. Is there a way to make sure it’s safe for everyone?”  
 
    Crel eyed me again for another moment, as if he wanted to make sure I hadn’t lied to him, before he crooked one finger and beckoned me forward.  
 
    “Come,” he ordered. 
 
    I hesitantly stepped forward. I might have been batshit crazy sometimes, but I still knew damn well to be wary of ghosts, no matter how well intentioned they might seem.  
 
    I stopped just in front of Crel, where the seemingly invisible barrier appeared to be, and stared up at the ghost. He had at least a foot and a half on me, and I wondered if that was his ghostly form, or if his people really had been this tall.  
 
    “You are not from this world,” he mused as his gaze dragged over me slowly. “And yet, you are meant to save it.”  
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I muttered and nodded. “The whole conquering mindset didn’t exactly end with the guys who turned into maldungs. They sort of gave birth to an entire line of monsters that think they own everything.”  
 
    “I see,” Crel hummed, and I felt it reverberate through my chest.  
 
    Suddenly, one spindly, freezing cold finger came forward and buried itself into my chest. All I could feel was ice in my veins, and it felt like even my cells had crystallized and frozen over.  
 
    Until suddenly, the sensation was gone.  
 
    “Any water you bring your people will not kill them,” Crel informed me. “Even if they do not have the purest of intentions. But, be wary of who you give the water to, Draco Rex. In the hands of the maldungs, it could do even further damage.”  
 
    “Got it,” I whispered and exhaled a sharp breath.  
 
    And just like that, Crel was gone.  
 
    “Even for this world, that was insane,” I breathed as I turned toward Mira.  
 
    The warrior nodded blankly as she stared at the pool with an awestruck expression. “Things are never dull when I am with you, my king.” 
 
    “Happy to keep things interesting,” I snorted. “Now, give me a coconut bowl.”  
 
    Quickly, the warrior and I worked to fill up all four coconut bowls with water from the pond. Crel didn’t appear again, though I was almost certain I saw his ghostly form watching us from the dark depths of the pond, where it mingled with the ocean.  
 
    “Ghosts and ghost ships.” Mira shook her head. “You brought the craziness with you, my king, that is for sure.”  
 
    “You think this is crazy?” I laughed. “This is your world. Imagine how I feel!”  
 
    As soon as we’d filled all four coconuts up, Theora and Jemma tossed a vine down through the hole and hoisted Mira and me up, one by one.  
 
    “What happened down there?” Jemma asked as she stared at us with wide eyes and bounced on her toes. “We heard a strange voice, but we could not see a thing!”  
 
    “Trust me, you don’t want to know,” I muttered as I turned to look out over the well lit jungle top. From halfway up the mountain, I could just barely see the ocean. The blue water was nothing but a strip along the edge of the island, but on that strip, I could see three ghostly white ships that had decided to make their grand reappearance.  
 
    It seemed it was showtime.  
 
    “What now, my king?” Theora asked. 
 
    “We have to go, now,” I replied in an urgent tone. “The maldungs are back.” 
 
    Nobody questioned me, and the four of us took off at breakneck speeds back down the mountain and through the jungle. But even without a single break, not even a jog, it still took us a few hours to get back to the palace.  
 
    Still, I thanked the gods for the otherworldly stamina the women and I possessed.  
 
    When we arrived, the village was already awash with activity as women raced back and forth. Some of the dragon women had sea glass swords while most of the deer women carried their spears in hand, and the air was hot and heavy with nerves and attempted preparation. The truth of it all, though, was none of them had any idea how to prepare for an enemy that even I hadn’t been able to fight.  
 
    The four of us couldn’t spare a moment to try and reassure anyone, though, so we raced through the village and up the palace steps. We ran on nothing but pure adrenaline, but it was enough to get us through as we slid through the doorway of the kitchen and came upon Jonas, Talise, and Hali all huddled over a giant pot.  
 
    “We … got … the water,” I huffed out. Even with my dragonkin strength and endurance, multiple hours worth of running had gotten to me, and I doubled over on my knees as I held my pack out for anyone to take and unload the coconuts from it.  
 
    Mira was doubled over just as I was, and even Theora and Jemma had slid to the floor in exhaustion.  
 
    “The antidote is ready,” Hali told us.  
 
    Talise spun about, grabbed cups of water for each of us, unloaded the other women’s packs, and tried to fan us to the best of her ability. Which really wasn’t much considering the air outside and inside was hot and muggy.  
 
    “We will set aside enough for the four of you to take,” Jonas said. “And the rest, Ben, you may use however you need to. Remember, anything you touch once you have drank water from the pond will enter the same plane as the maldungs.” 
 
    “So, please do not touch any of us once you have had your drink,” Talise added with a nervous smile.  
 
    I finally felt like I could catch my breath, and that my lungs weren’t screaming like a newborn baby, so I inhaled sharply and looked up at Jonas.  
 
    “We’re going to make exploding arrows,” I told the old man. “I need as many arrows as you all can get your hands on, and I need leaves.”  
 
    Talise and Hali hurried to retrieve what I needed, while everyone else looked at me with a mixture of awe and confusion.  
 
    As soon as the women returned with the supplies, I demonstrated exactly what I meant.  
 
    I cut the leaves into tiny squares about an inch all the way around, and the waxy surface would hold in the liquid so it didn’t leak or soak through. Once the leaves had been cut into squares, I dropped a small bit of the antidote onto the center and wrapped it in the leaf like a tiny hobo package. Then I used some of Talise’s leftover tar to glue it onto the arrowhead, just below the sharp point. The arrows would have the tiny sack of antidote right at the tip, and they’d explode on impact like a water balloon and cover the ghosts in potion.  
 
    Those fuckers wouldn’t stand a chance.  
 
    “We get on the same plane as the ghosts,” I explained to the group, “and then we shoot them with an arrow. The arrow explodes with the force of impact, they’re covered in antidote, and its bye bye ghost man.”  
 
    “Ben, that is the most brilliant plan you have had yet,” Mira breathed with wide gold eyes.  
 
    “I like to think so,” I chuckled.  
 
    “You must be careful,” Jonas warned. “If you attempt to use the antidote while in your human form, it will have no effect. On you, or anyone else.”  
 
    “Got it.” I nodded.  
 
    “I will put some away into some vials,” Talise added, “so you will have an antidote when you are finished.” 
 
    Quickly, we worked to make the exploding arrows until all four of us had about fifty in our quivers, which would be enough to take down the majority of the maldung’s crews. At this point, my plan was to use the remaining antidote and dump it all over the ship.  
 
    I hadn’t quite figured the logistics of that out yet, but I had faith we’d be successful when we got to it. As long as the maldungs’ ships lacked most of their crew, I had a pretty good feeling about the fight.  
 
    “They are almost at the beach!” one of the women out in the hallway screamed.  
 
    “It’s go time, ladies,” I said to my three companions, and I looked around at Theora, Jemma, and Mira, who all wore determined looks on their faces and quivers full of exploding arrows.  
 
    “Wait, you did not think you could battle ghosts without me, did you, Draco Rex?” Sela called from the doorway.  
 
    The blue-haired warrior smirked at me as she swaggered into the kitchen, covered head to toe in armor, and with a bow and quiver strapped to her back. She swiped up the remaining extra arrows we had made and then turned to me, suddenly serious.  
 
    “They blew up the hut my mother used to live in,” she murmured. “I will not stand by and let them get away with that.”  
 
    “Of course not.” I nodded. “You are welcome to join our battle.”  
 
    “Be safe, my granddaughter,” Jonas said as he placed his hand on Sela’s shoulder.  
 
    “Can the three of you round everyone up and get them into the castle?” I asked Talise, Jonas, and Hali. “I don’t want anyone living out there.”  
 
    “Of course,” Jonas assured me.  
 
    “Take the dragons with you,” Mira added. “They will help keep you safe.”  
 
    The three nodded to her and then rushed off to get the rest of the village inside the castle walls, which would hopefully remain safe from the maldungs.  
 
    “I estimate they are about twenty minutes away from the shore,” Sela told us as we waited in silence and listened to the commotion pass through the castle. “We do not have much time to prepare.”  
 
    When we heard the thick door at the very back of the castle slam shut, the five of us picked up the coconuts, and Sela huddled close to Mira so they could share one.  
 
    “Well, ladies, drink up,” I said as my heart began to pound with adrenaline.  
 
    With that, we downed the water from the pond in a few gulps.  
 
    And then we waited.  
 
    Less than a minute passed before I started to feel the effects of the cursed pond water. All of a sudden, my body felt lighter, like it was completely weightless. I could no longer feel my feet on the ground, and it seemed like nothing at all tethered me to the world anymore. I had a feeling that if I wanted to, I could have pushed off from the ground and floated away in an instant.  
 
    I turned to glance at the women to see if they felt just as strange as I did, but what I saw nearly made my eyes bulge out of my head.  
 
    They were ghosts. Even though I’d expected the change, to see it in action was a completely new kind of shock. Jemma and Theora’s pale skin was now translucent, and the color had drained from Mira and Sela’s features. Despite the fact that Sela stood in front of the antidote pot, and her body should have blocked it from my view, I could very clearly see the pot behind her. It was a little bit grainy, as if I looked at it through a few mirrors, but it was there nonetheless.  
 
    “Oh, my gods,” Mira breathed. “We are ghosts.”  
 
    The warrior took a surprised and careful step forward, and she nearly sprang up all the way to the ceiling.  
 
    It appeared it would even be different for us to walk.  
 
    Cautiously, I tried out a step of my own, more prepared for the strange, weightless feeling that attacked me as soon as I stepped. I was pretty sure this was what astronauts on the moon had to feel like when they took their first steps in the new, strange gravity.  
 
    “Come on,” I told the women. “Let’s get down to the beach and try to take them down as soon as we can. Sela and Theora, I want the two of you to take the vat of antidote up to the balcony outside of Nerissa’s room. We’ll try to drive the ships toward you. When we do, pour the antidote over it the best you can.”  
 
    “Yes, my king.” Sela nodded.  
 
    Then Jemma, Mira, and I dashed out of the palace and down through the village.  
 
    Sure enough, the three ghost ships were just about to arrive on the beach when we skidded onto the sand.  
 
    Tarun ran up to the bow of the ship and grinned maniacally down at the three of us.  
 
    “So, you’ve decided to level the playing field,” he sneered. “How idiotic of you. I take it you met my old friend Crel, then?”  
 
    “He sends his regards,” I yelled back. “He hopes you die today.”  
 
    “Unlikely,” Tarun cackled like a cartoon villain.  
 
    In a move that mirrored one I’d seen Tarun do the first day we’d met, I pushed off from the ground and floated right up to the deck of his massive ship.  
 
    That sensation was the strangest one I’d ever encountered. It almost felt like some giant hand had pinched the back of my shirt and lifted me straight up into the air.  
 
    I landed on the deck a little less gracefully than I intended, but I couldn’t help but feel shocked when I felt it beneath my feet, as solid as real wood.  
 
    Tarun’s single eye went wide, and he backed up as he spotted the loaded arrows in my quiver.  
 
    “Get him!” he yelled at his crew.  
 
    Tarun, though, was clearly a coward, because he retreated as far away as he possibly could get while his crew descended upon me like a pack of wolves.  
 
    I glanced to the side just long enough to see Mira and Jemma follow my lead with the other two ships. The fearless serpent warrior rushed the deck, while the deer woman floated up into a nearby palm tree on the edge of the sand and began to take aim.  
 
    I didn’t have much time to watch them, though, because I had about eight rotting, nasty ghosts on my ass with a wish for my death.  
 
    So, in one fluid motion, I unsheathed my sword and yanked an arrow from my quiver.  
 
    The first blow came from a ghost on my right, with only half the normal amount of teeth in his mouth and a sword that was so blunted it looked like it would take more than one stab to kill a man.  
 
    Which could be good or bad, depending on how I looked at it. I had a feeling, though, that the ghost used the blade to hack his enemies to bits and relished in their cries of agony.  
 
    But as I caught his sword blow with my own, now ghostly, sea glass sword, I shoved the arrow up and into his midsection. I grinned at the pop it made as the bag of antidote exploded within him, but I drew my hand back quickly to make sure I didn’t touch even a drop of the stuff. Jonas hadn’t said how powerful it was, but I’d come to know anything the old soothsayer made was absolutely filled with power.  
 
    Now, I just hoped this antidote worked the way I wanted it to.  
 
    As the arrow exploded the bright red antidote all throughout the ghostly figure, his eyes went wide. For a split second, his skin turned from pale, translucent white to a strange, muddled brown, but then, it cracked apart as chunks of it started to rot and fall away, too old to hold up anymore.  
 
    “No!” the monster gasped, just before he dissolved into a pool of gooey, rotted innards and chunky, dead flesh. His remains, now on the plane of the living, fell through the ghostly floorboards of the ship and splattered across the sand below.  
 
    I didn’t have more than a moment to bask in the satisfaction of his death, though, because I had to turn around to stop the blow of another ghostly attacker. I spun around and ducked under his sword, only to come face to face with a second, sharper sword that hailed from a third attacker.  
 
    Suddenly, I was involved in a game of duck and avoid. Seven different blades came at me from all different angles, and it was all I could do to block their blows and avoid getting myself sliced or stabbed. I wasn’t exactly sure what the rules would be if I happened to receive a deadly wound from one of their swords, but I sure as hell didn’t want to find out.  
 
    One of the maldungs managed to get a blow in, though, and I bit back a yelp as a sharp blade sliced a red hot cut along my back.  
 
    Clearly, their swords could do some damage now that I was a ghost, too.  
 
    So, I angrily spun around and stabbed a loaded arrow straight through my attacker’s eye.  
 
    Or, actually, his eye socket, since both of his eyes had long ago rotted away.  
 
    Much like his brethren, the monster turned first into a rotted corpse, and then into a pile of flesh that fell through the ghost ship to the sand below.  
 
    “Vern!” Tarun screeched behind me.  
 
    I whipped around to see the captain was behind the wheel of the ship as he steered it over the village and toward the castle, but he looked over the spot where the last ghost had fallen with a wide, angry gaze.  
 
    Which he then promptly turned on me.  
 
    “Here we go!” I suddenly heard Mira cry out.  
 
    I turned to see the warrior had managed to make her way behind the wheel of the second largest ghost ship, and she’d started to steer it toward the castle as the crew scrambled about and attempted to attack her. The genius warrior, though, managed to fend them off with wild, unpredictable turns that sent the entire crew tumbling from one side of the boat to the other.  
 
    I hardly had a moment to smile in congratulations at the warrior when I heard a scream from the other boat.  
 
    “Ben!” Jemma screeched. “Help!”  
 
    I whipped around to see the auburn-haired deer woman was caught in the grasp of two orcs as a third readied his sword to chop off her head.  
 
    “No!” I yelled.  
 
    In a flash, I was directly in front of her. Somehow, I’d managed to move through space as if I’d teleported, and I went from the deck of Tarun’s ship to in between Jemma and that nasty blade in a millisecond.  
 
    I spun around with no hesitation, and in one fluid motion, I kicked the stomach of one of her attackers so hard the beast flew back and away from her. Within the same instant, I shoved my blade forward on instinct, and I drove it right into the chest of the prehistoric orc who held the blade and was ready to separate Jemma’s head from her shoulders.  
 
    The only problem was my blow did absolutely nothing. The monster merely frowned and glanced down at my blade as if it was nothing more than a minor inconvenience before he continued with his wild, haymaker sword swing.  
 
    So, I yanked an arrow from my quiver and thrust it right into the side of his head. This time, I didn’t even take the moment to watch happily as he dissolved before I turned back toward Jemma.  
 
    The deer woman struggled against the grip of the last ghost as he tried to drag her back over the ship’s deck and away from me. I wasn’t about to let that happen, though, and I loaded an arrow into my quiver and shot him in the heart before he could do anything more.  
 
    There was only one more ghost on that ship, and he stood behind the wheel. So, I made quick work of him, even as he drew his sword and got ready for a charge, and then the second ghost ship had been dealt with.  
 
    I turned as a cheer went up at the palace, and I watched as Theora and Sela dumped a stream of antidote over the ghost ship Mira had sailed up below them. The jade-haired warrior was nowhere to be seen, but the entire second ghost ship dissolved until it was nothing more than a pile of old boards and rotting flesh that then fell to the ground with a thunderous crash.  
 
    Two down, one to go.  
 
    “I’m going to get behind the wheel!” I told Jemma, and I dashed across the deck and behind the wheel of the ship, which was still as it hovered above the center of the village.  
 
    I grabbed the wheel with both hands, but then I realized I had no idea how to sail a ship that didn’t even use the wind.  
 
    As it turned out, though, this didn’t matter all that much. The moment my hands touched the wheel, the ship started to sail forward on its own.  
 
    “Ben, you are sailing the ship!” Jemma exclaimed as a wide grin overtook her face.  
 
    “Be proud of me when we actually get up to that beast, Tarun,” I shouted as I willed the ship onward, but we weren’t quite fast enough. As I watched the remaining crew on Tarun’s ship start to load the cannons and aim them right toward the castle, I was fueled by nothing but pure, unadulterated rage.  
 
    I clocked the distance between his ship, the balcony where Sela and Theora stood, and the ship I was on. Then I quickly spun my ship around to the side and screeched to a halt just underneath the balcony.  
 
    “Give me the antidote!” I hollered at the two women. “Jemma, take the wheel!”  
 
    In quick succession, I grabbed the heavy pot of antidote from the women while Jemma took the wheel. She seemed to read my mind as she pushed the ship forward and toward Tarun, but the ghost man paid us no attention as he focused on his crew.  
 
    “Load cannons!” he bellowed.  
 
    I sucked in a deep breath, tucked the pot under my arm, and sailed straight up into the air just as Jemma came up next to the massive ghost ship. The hulls screeched against one another as she spun the steering wheel, and Tarun whirled around in shock just as I swept over the starboard side of his ship, where all of his crew stood to load the cannons, and rained down a pot full of antidote all over their heads.  
 
    Instantly, they crumbled and dissolved, along with the canons and half of the ship.  
 
    “No!” Tarun screeched.  
 
    My feet hit the remaining half of the deck, and I absorbed the impact with my knees.  
 
    And then I felt something warm and wet on my shirt.  
 
    With a start, I looked down to see that some of the antidote had gotten on me, and it had already started to spread. My skin began to turn from a pale, ghostly white back to its tanned, natural color.  
 
    “Shit!” I gasped.  
 
    With the very last bit of my ghostly self, I nocked an arrow, aimed at Tarun’s surprised skull, and let the projectile fly.  
 
    The very last thing I saw was his half rotted face as it exploded with the bright red color of the antidote. Then I turned back into my living form and dropped through the vapor like deck of the ghost ship all the way back to the hard, red dirt.  
 
    It took me only a second to suck in a breath of actual, real, fresh air and feel it fill my lungs before I turned my gaze to see Tarun’s body fall into a pile of mushy rottenness.  
 
    We’d done it. The maldungs had been defeated.  
 
    As if to prove my point, the last of the ghost ships evaporated into mist and disappeared. We were left with a couple of piles of rotten wood, decaying flesh, and a few destroyed huts, but we’d done it.  
 
    We had won. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    “It feels so good to be back in the world of the living once more!” Jemma exclaimed as she downed one of the vials of antidote Talise had saved for us.  
 
    “Tell me about it,” Sela gasped as she copied Jemma’s actions.  
 
    I watched as the color and solidity came back into my warrior women, and I smiled.  
 
    “That was the most exciting battle we’ve had yet,” I laughed. “Ghost ships and magic potions. It was pretty awesome.”  
 
    “Speak for yourself,” the blue-haired warrior grumbled. “I would much rather stick my sword through a thousand orcs than drink any more of that damned potion. I felt as if there was no weight to me.”  
 
    “That is probably because there wasn’t,” I reminded her.  
 
    Just then Ainsley and Nerissa rushed into the kitchen with flushed cheeks and mussed up hair.  
 
    “You look like you’re feeling better.” I grinned at the strawberry blonde deer woman.  
 
    “The adrenaline has made me feel perfect again,” she panted. “How are you? Are you hurt?”  
 
    “I’m fine,” I chuckled and grabbed both Nerissa and Ainsley’s hands, mostly so they wouldn’t spot the massive gash on my back. I’d get it taken care of soon, but for right now, I just wanted to revel in our victory. 
 
    “You have defeated the maldungs!” Jonas cried out as he ambled into the kitchen, too.  
 
    Out in the halls, the castle came to life once more. I heard all of the village spill out of its doors and into the town as the women appraised the damage and looked over the disgusting remains of the maldung ships.  
 
    “We did.” I nodded. “And now, I am absolutely exhausted.”  
 
    “Let me get you to bed,” Ainsley offered as she took my hand.  
 
    “Yes, all of you, rest up,” Nerissa agreed. “I will have Hali and her assistants prepare a feast tonight. Now that we do not have dangerous, conquering ghosts to worry about, I think we could all use a good meal and some proper fun.”  
 
    “That sounds like a dream come true,” Jemma sighed.  
 
    Talise, Jonas, Nerissa, and Careen helped lead the other women off to their own beds to rest up after the battle, while Ainsley took me by the shoulders and steered me toward my chambers.  
 
    “You look as if you have not slept in days, Ben,” she scolded gently. “Why is that?”  
 
    “Well, you see,” I snorted, “first, we had to go on a quest into the jungle. Then, there was this magic potion we drank. And, once we drank that, we had to battle three massive ships filled with dead, rotting ghosts.”  
 
    “Oh, right, that little thing,” the blonde giggled.  
 
    We passed a few women in the hall, who all proclaimed their gratitude for me and the other women now that the maldungs had been defeated. I knew many of the dragonkin women wished they could have fought alongside us, but they also knew that wouldn’t have been feasible.  
 
    Besides, if Talise and Jonas’ antidote hadn’t worked, it was a hell of a lot better to lose five of us than a hundred and fifty.  
 
    Ainsley pushed me through the door frame of my bedroom, but she stopped me before I could fall into the bed. I was so bone tired I would have just gone to sleep with my dirty, nasty smelling clothes on, and not even have cared. The last time I’d slept had been a two hour power nap the day before, and prior to that, I honestly couldn’t even remember.  
 
    “Clothes off,” Ainsley ordered. “You should not dirty your bed with this outfit.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I laughed as she yanked my torn shirt over my head.  
 
    The blonde wrinkled her nose as the smell invaded what I was sure were her overly sensitive nostrils thanks to her pregnancy hormones, and then she started to unzip my pants. Her hands passed over the cut on my back as the deer woman went to pull my pants off, and I couldn’t help but wince at the sting. Now that I was no longer filled with adrenaline, the cut was bothersome and slightly painful.  
 
    “Oh, Ben!” Ainsley cried out when she saw the gash. “Let me clean that out for you. Lay down on your stomach.”  
 
    “Whatever you say,” I muttered as I collapsed face first onto the bed.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Ainsley said as she made her way over to the door.  
 
    “Mm-hmm,” I hummed, and my eyes started to drift closed.  
 
    Some indeterminable amount of time later, Ainsley returned with a few damp towels and a healing poultice she’d most likely gotten from Talise. Then she approached me where I still laid sprawled out on the mattress, and the blonde tentatively trailed her fingers down the wound that ran along my spine.  
 
    “So interesting,” she murmured as she spread a poultice over the gash.  
 
    “What is?” I asked in a hazy voice. I felt like I was mere moments from passing out from sheer exhaustion.  
 
    “That you can be injured in your ghost form and retain it once you are back on this plane,” she responded. “I do not know much about the rules of magic. It is fascinating to me.”  
 
    “It’s less fascinating when it’s your back that’s slashed open,” I chuckled.  
 
    “That is true,” Ainsley replied as she finished with my back. Her hands were so gentle they were almost able to lull me fully to sleep even as she poked and prodded at the open wound on my back.  
 
    “How’s the baby?” I murmured when Ainsley bent down to kiss the top of my head. 
 
    “Wonderful,” she sighed. “I believe we will have a strong and healthy child, Ben. I could not possibly be happier.”  
 
    “I can’t wait,” I muttered as I drifted off to sleep and dreamed of a baby with Ainsely’s strawberry blonde hair and bright blue eyes.  
 
    I didn’t wake up until the raucous laughter and excited drumming outside of my window permeated my dreams and became too loud for even a champion sleeper like me to ignore.  
 
    When I blearily opened my eyes, I gathered I’d gotten about four hours’ worth of sleep. The sun hung low in the sky, a perfect golden hour, and it sounded like the entire village was out on the dining patio. There were drums and singing, and I was almost certain the celebrations could be heard from the next island over.  
 
    Not that I would ever complain about that. I loved to see and hear that my women were happy.  
 
    After I just laid there and listened to the revelry for a moment, I rose from bed and slipped into some comfortable, clean clothes, and then I ventured out into the hall.  
 
    “Daddy, don’t let her catch me!” Arrick cried out as the little boy sprinted down the hall, hid himself behind me, and cautiously peeked around my waist.  
 
    “Who?” I asked in confusion.  
 
    “Marella!” he cried out at the exact same moment his big sister let out an indignant shriek.  
 
    “Arrick!” she hollered out from down the hall. “Where are my seashells?”  
 
    I looked down with a raised eyebrow to see my son held three pretty, colorful shells in his hand.  
 
    “Are those yours?” I asked him.  
 
    “Nope.” He shook his head, and I could only chuckle.  
 
    A moment later, Marella stomped out of her room and turned her furious purple eyes on her little brother.  
 
    Before I could even get a chance to discipline him for stealing, the little boy was off like a shot, and he sprinted off down the hall and out of the castle.  
 
    “Arrick!” Marella screeched again before she took off after him.  
 
    “Siblings,” I laughed and shook my head, then continued on my way.  
 
    I peeked into the kitchen, where Hali hummed along to herself as she turned an entire boar’s head over an open fire. Two of her assistants were also in the kitchen. One chopped vegetables to grill, and the other mixed bread dough for coconut bread.  
 
    Hali glanced up and saw me, gave me one of her megawatt smiles, and then continued with her task. She swayed her curvy hips as she danced around, and I watched her round ass for a moment.  
 
    Perhaps the red-haired cook would want a baby from me soon. 
 
    Finally, I made my way out into the garden, where everyone was seated at the tables in preparation for the feast. Some of the dragonkin women swayed and slithered as they danced about, while a group of the deer women beat on drums and sang one of their haunting songs.  
 
    “How is everyone feeling?” I asked as I approached the raised platform where Nerissa, Ainsley, Jemma, Theora, Mira, and Sela all sat. Talise and Careen were nearby, with the twins and Oshuna, and up on the grassy hill, George and Nixie were laying out in the last rays of the setting sun and watched over the action while their children wrestled just a few feet away.  
 
    “As if I have been hit by one of those ships,” Mira mumbled as she rubbed the shaved part of her head. “It feels as if I have imbued far too much alcohol and ganjika, and then been thrown into the ocean to be at the mercy of giant squids and other monsters. Does no one else feel this way?”  
 
    The jade-haired warrior looked desperately at the other three women who had been in battle with us, but all three shook their heads.  
 
    “Sorry, Mira, I don’t.” I grimaced as the warrior shoved her face back into her hands to block out the light.  
 
    “Ben, please, have a seat.” Nerissa grinned over at me. She patted the chair next to her, the one designated for me as her king, and I obliged, of course.  
 
    “You look well rested,” Ainsley remarked as I sat down.  
 
    Nerissa slipped her hand over my thigh, under the table so no one else could see, and then she looked up at me with wide, innocent eyes.  
 
    I knew exactly what that meant, and I grinned back at my queen before I answered Ainsley’s question.  
 
    “I feel much better,” I replied. “The cut on my back doesn’t even hurt anymore, either. Whatever poultice you put on there really did the trick.”  
 
    “It was one of Talise’s.” The deer woman smiled. “She truly is gifted with the healer’s touch.”  
 
    “Yes, she is.” Nerissa nodded, and the queen gazed out over the clear, open ocean, free of any ghostly ships now.  
 
    “That was quite the exciting battle,” I chuckled. “But I, for one, am very glad it’s over. I didn’t like the idea that those ships could just appear and disappear at will.”  
 
    “I did like feeling weightless,” Mira mused. “It was as if I could have jumped out of this world, if I chose to.”  
 
    The conversation turned into a barrage of questions aimed at the five of us about just what it felt like to be ghosts. The rest of the village joined in, and the discussion bounced from woman to woman for the next twenty minutes, until Hali and her assistants brought out the feast.  
 
    Either the redheaded chef had either added some sort of addictive substance to the meal, or I was just absolutely starved. The moment the first piece of tender, juicy, fatty boar meat touched my tongue, I absolutely could not get enough, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if I’d eaten an entire animal all by myself.  
 
    The meal lasted into the darker hours of the night as we all feasted and celebrated. I danced with most of the deer women, and many of the dragonkin women, as they praised their individual gods and gave thanks for the fact that we had won the battle.  
 
    I kept my eye on Nerissa, though, and when she rose from her seat and nodded her goodnights to the women around her, I bid good night to the ones around me and followed my perfect queen into the castle.  
 
    “I’ve missed you,” I murmured as I nuzzled her coffee colored neck.  
 
    “Not as much as I have missed you, my king,” she murmured.  
 
    “I beg to differ,” I chuckled in a husky voice. 
 
    Nerissa swept her silver hair to the side and tilted her neck so I could ravish her bare skin with kisses, and we walked hand in hand to her room, where the queen instantly shut the door and then spun around with a look of ravenous hunger in her eyes. 
 
    “Kiss me,” she ordered softly.  
 
    “Yes, my queen.” I grabbed her around the waist and drew our lips together in a kiss that was at once heated and gentle. We moved as one, and I let my tongue flick in and out of her warm, wet mouth that drew me in over and over, like a soft pillow at the end of a long day.  
 
    My hands moved under her shirt, where I could caress the soft skin of her toned stomach, and then even further, to the roundness of her breasts. I kneaded them gently in my hands, let my thumbs graze over her nipples occasionally, and relished in the low, guttural growl that escaped her throat every time I touched their peaked buds.  
 
    When she couldn’t take my teasing touches anymore, Nerissa stepped back and pulled her shirt over her head to expose her perfect torso to me. She was all curves and smooth skin, with large, round breasts that almost taunted me as they bounced with every single little movement she made.  
 
    The moment her shirt was off, I all but dove forward and latched onto her right nipple with my mouth. I drew the little bud in between my lips and gently bit down, just until I heard that animalistic sound from her I so enjoyed.  
 
    Nerissa tangled her hands in the longer hairs at the base of my neck and let her own head fall back as I bathed her nipple in my attention. When I was done with the first, I moved on to the other. I wanted to take my time, not just for my own enjoyment, but for Nerissa’s as well. I couldn’t wait to dip my finger in between her pussy lips and feel just how wet I’d made her with only her breasts and my mouth.  
 
    I trailed my fingers up and down her side, and I felt the smooth hardness of the scales that dotted her figure.  
 
    After a few minutes, Nerissa’s knees shook so badly I was afraid she might collapse onto the hard stone floor, so I walked her backward and laid her down onto the enormous bed.  
 
    She looked up at me with huge, trusting eyes as I crawled back down her figure and tucked my fingers into the waistband of her flowing white skirt. Then, without breaking our eye contact, I pulled the skirt down and off her.  
 
    “Oh, my gods,” I groaned at the sight that awaited me.  
 
    Nerissa happily spread her legs to reveal a glistening, perfect pussy. Her lips and clit were swollen with arousal, and I could smell the sweet, tangy scent of her from all the way up there.  
 
    “Please, Ben,” the queen said breathlessly. “The other night wasn’t enough. I need you in me. I need your seed. Please, give me another baby.” 
 
    It was the first verbal hint that Nerissa was already at her edge, and there was no way I would deny my queen. The moment the sexy, lust filled words had left her plump red lips, I bent down and devoured her. Then I licked up all of the tangy juices that had started to spill out of her and gave her pussy lips my absolute full attention.  
 
    The queen writhed beneath me, so I put one hand across her pelvis in an effort to keep her somewhat still as I pumped my tongue in and out of her warmth. Then I flicked the tip of my tongue against her clit gently, and I was surprised by the scream she let loose the moment I did so.  
 
    “Damn,” I breathed to myself as I felt Nerissa’s back arch impossibly high.  
 
    In an effort to get that exact same response again, I flicked her clit with my tongue a second time. This move, though, brought on an entirely different type of reward.  
 
    Warm, sweet juices flowed out of her as Nerissa orgasmed. It was heavy and hot, and I sucked up every little bit that she had to offer me as the queen screamed and twisted the sheets up in her sweaty hands.  
 
    I licked her gently to bring her down from the high, but I knew I’d have to bring her back up again within minutes. My dick was hard in my pants, and the arousal was so strong I could hardly keep my breathing even.  
 
    “I need to be inside you,” I panted.  
 
    Nerissa didn’t even open her eyes as she nodded, but she spread her legs even further and opened herself up to me. Her pussy throbbed and pulsed as she sucked at the air, ready to be filled by me, and I groaned at the sight.  
 
    Quickly, I shoved my pants off and to the floor, and then I crawled back up so I could hover over Nerissa. I brushed a strand of sweaty silver hair off her forehead before I pressed our lips together once more. This time, it was Nerissa who flicked her tongue into my mouth and started to trace a pattern along my lips.  
 
    I positioned myself at her entrance, but I didn’t give either of us even a moment to breathe before I slammed into her so hard and fast I drew another scream of pleasure from her throat.  
 
    Nerissa’s head whipped back, and I took the opportunity to suck on her neck as I slammed into her over and over again while I gunned for my own orgasm as well as hers. I nibbled on the little spot below her ear that I knew drove her crazy as the tightness in my balls mounted, and she was warm and wet and wrapped my dick in an envelope of love as I fucked her.  
 
    “I am going to come again,” Nerissa warned, just a second before I felt her walls clamp down around me. That action alone was enough to send the tightness in my balls right into my dick, and I moaned in ecstasy as I sprayed my seed deep inside of her warmth.  
 
    The fireworks of my orgasm surrounded me for another few seconds before I finally came down from the high enough to gently withdraw myself from Nerissa.  
 
    “I missed that tremendously while you were gone,” the queen sighed as she turned breathlessly to me.  
 
    “Me, too.” I grinned back at her.  
 
    Nerissa scooted over and curled up into my side, with her silver head on my chest, and I absently stroked her hair as I listened to the sound of my queen’s soft, even breath.  
 
    “I want to have more, Ben.” Nerissa suddenly said, and she tilted her head up so she could look me straight in the eyes and test my reaction. “Enough to fill this entire island.” 
 
    The only thing I felt was pure, unadulterated joy, and a smile spread across my face, so wide it hurt my lips.  
 
    “For you, my queen, anything,” I murmured, and then I planted a kiss on her full, slightly swollen lips.  
 
    We settled in and fell asleep for the night, and I dreamed of all the children and lovers yet to come.  
 
    Something told me there were going to be a lot of them, and I couldn’t wait to meet each and every one.  
 
      
 
      
 
    End of book 4 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thanks for reading Monster Girl Islands 4! I’ll start working on a book 5 when this book gets 100 reviews, so please leave me a nice review here. 
 
    So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side. 
 
    You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now! 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 
    Copyright © 2020 by Logan Jacobs 
 
      
 
  
  
 images/cover.jpg





nav.xhtml

    
  
    		Start


  




  
    		Cover


  




images/00001.jpeg
Losan Jacobs





